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Employment for women was a major concern for 
nineteenth century British feminists, 
during the 1850s of the plight of middle class women with 
no means of support was highlighted by the 1851 Census
The realisation
which revealed that one-third of British women were un-
The only two occupations open to middle classmarried.
'ladies' who wished to retain their status, governessing
and needlework, were overcrowded and underpaid. This led
to a campaign to broaden the definition of women's work 
in order to provide employment for destitute middle class
women.
The Englishwoman's Journal spearheaded this . campaign by
attempting to re-define the concept of gentility to include
It argued that in addition to an improvedpaid employment, 
general education, women required occupational training
to equip themselves with the skills required for specific 
employment. The Englishwoman's Journal asserted that women
needed-to exert more control over their lives, and that
independence would increase their worth to the community
and to themselves.
i
The Englishwoman's Review, first published in 1886, 
initially followed the example set by the Englishwoman's 
Journal (1858). However attempts by philanthropists and trade 
unions to regulate women's employment through protective 
legislation drew the Englishwoman's Review into conflict 




influenced by the 'equal rights' philosophy of the 




legislation that applied only to women workers, 
broadened its focus to include those employed working
It
class women whose livelihoods were threatened by protective
legislation, and organised campaigns opposed to State
intervention in the workplace.
The Society for Promoting the Employment of Women was 
the 'practical' arm of these periodicals. Established 
in 1858, the Society's objectives were improved education 
and occupational training for women; the collection of 
employment information and the establishment of a work 
registrar for women; and the initiation of 'experimental 
ventures' designed to test the suitability of a particular 
employment for middle class women. Firmly espousing the 
doctrine of 'self-help', the Society for Promoting the
Employment of Women emphasised that it was not a charity.
It sought to create conditions under which women would be 
able to find employment that was suited to their capabilities;
it did not relieve immediate distress.
The effectiveness of the Englishwoman's Journal, the 
Englishwoman's Review, and the Society for Promoting the 
Employment of Women in increasing the employment opportun­
ities for middle class women in nineteenth century Britain
However theircan only be measured in general terms.
success in defining as feminine certain employment areas
within the service industries, has had a major impact on




This thesis will analyse the campaign to widen the
employment options of single middle class women in the
context of the feminist movement that developed during
the 1850s in Britain. It provides the first detailed
examination of the Englishwoman's Journal (1858-1864), the 
Englishwoman's Review (1866-1910) , and the Society for
Promoting the Employment of Women (1859-1910). My aim
is to evaluate the role, objectives, and achievements
of the Englishwoman's Journal and Englishwoman's Review in
broadening the definition of women's work, in order to
provide employment for single middle class women. I
will analyse the impact of the organised opposition by
these feminists to the extension of 'protective' legis­
lation effectively restricting women's right to choose
The activities and effectiveness oftheir employment.
the Society for Promoting the Employment of Women will
be examined with reference to its claim to have been
the main agent in the growth of women's employment
between 1859 and 1910.
The provision of increased employment options for
middle class women has been identified as a major con­
cern of the feminist movement that developed during
the 1850s. Recent analysis, although tentative, has
it
suggested that employment remained a major concern 
throughout the entire period of 'first-wave* feminism 
(1850-1930).^ Despite this, the campaign fought by middle
i
class feminists to increase employment opportunities




have emphasised the educational, legal and moral aspects
of early feminism. The influence of the Langham Place
circle in promoting secondary and university education
for women has been given considerable prominence;
likewise their support for the first generation of pion­
eer women doctors is well documented. However, their
role in expanding employment opportunities for middle
class women has attracted little attention. Equally
the main sources used in this thesis have not received
the consideration they warrant.
The Englishwoman's Journal and the Englishwoman's Review are 
the two major primary sources upon which this thesis is
They are crucial to any understanding of thebased.
early women's movement in Britain because they provide
an account of the individual campaigns fought by differ­
ent groups for the entire period 1858 to 1910.
Englishwoman's Journal and the Englishwoman's Review were the 
only women's periodicals which attempted to synthesize 
the fragmented feminist campaigns, providing a review 
and analysis of major developments over the entire period.
The
The Englishwoman's Journal was first published in March
It provided a forum for dis-1858 on a monthly basis.
cussion of the major feminist campaigns of the 1850s and
1860s; education, legal reform and employment. Women's 
suffrage was not discussed by the Englishwoman’s Journal; 
it was considered too controversial. The iihplishWomanfs 
Review, on the other hand, actively campaigned for women's 
suffrage, and linked the educational, legal, and employ­
ment problems faced by women to the lack of a voice in 
Parliament. Both periodicals used a similar format.
3
each issue contained several leading articles on
subjects of particular relevance, followed by a
number of smaller sections. These included 'Record of
Facts and Incidents', and 'Notices of Books'.Events',
Record of Events' included reports by the Society for
Promoting the Employment of Women, and the Married 
Women's Property Committee, in addition to comments on 
the admission of women into new fields of activity.
Facts and Incidents' related world news of particular
interest to women, and provided updates on the campaigns
for women's emancipation overseas, particularly in the
United States of America. Notices of Books' kept
readers up-to-date with new publications of interest
The format of the Englishwoman's Journalto feminists.
and Englishwoman*s Review rendered sampling techniques
Therefore the periodicals were read care-unreliable .
fully over the entire period.
Two major periods emerge in examining the question 
of women's employment through the pages of the English­
woman's Journal and Englishwoman's Review. 
the primary concern of the Englishwoman's Journal was to 
eliminate prejudice against middle class women who
From 1858 to 1864
needed to work for wages. It attempted to define a
stereotype acceptable to the community, that would sanc­
tion work outside the domestic sphere, enabling those
women who required salaried work to maintain their
status in society.
From 1866 the Englishwoman's Review effectively replaced 
the Englishwoman's Journal and the emphasis changed. The
4
Englishwoman*s Review concentrated on opposing the exten­
sion of protective legislation against middle class 
women, particularly in the factories. It subsequently 
broadened its campaign to include working class women
in occupations affected by protective legislation.
The Englishwoman*s Review claimed that Parliament was 
attempting to limit the amount women could earn, and 
to force women out of particular occupations. Opposi­
tion to this legislation drew these 'equal rights
feminists into conflict with those attempting to union-
The results of this con-ise the female labour force.
flict have had important repercussions for the employ­
ment of women in the twentieth century.
The Society for Promoting the Employment of Women 
encompasses the periods covered by both the Englishwoman’s 
Journal and the Englishwoman*s Review,
study of the practical application of the theoretical 
discussions found in these periodicals.
and provides a unique
Between 1859
and 1880 the Society confined its role to agitating for 
improved education, occupational training, and subsidis­
ing 'experimental ventures’. After the mid-1880s it 
came to share the concern of the Englishwoman’s Review
over legislative interference in women's employment. 
During the 1890s, the Society for Promoting the Employ­
ment of Women helped to establish the Women's Industrial 
Defence Council(1891), to arouse public opinion against 
protective legislation for women workers. However, the 
main aim of the Society remained the provision of 
occupational training for specific employment.
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Several other primary sources have been used to
supplement the Englishwoman's Journal and Englishwoman's
Review. Harriet Martineau's article, 'Female Industry',
3.published in 1859 is an important source. Although
reliant upon John Milne's book. The Industrial and Social
Position of Women in the Middle and Lower Ranks, Martineau's
article reached a wider audience and had more impact.
The broad scope of her argument, her grasp of the
historical consequences of industrialisation for women,
and her obvious outrage, emphasised the plight of
single middle class women who needed to work for wages,
and provided the stimulus for the formation of the
Society for Promoting the Employment of Women.
Another useful primary source is the Saturday Review,
established in 1855 by Anglican High Churchman and
Conservative Member of Parliament, Alexander James
4Beresford-Hope. The Saturday Review provided a critical 
commentary on the formation and objectives of the
Englishwoman's Journal which is often unintentionally
entertaining, as well as revealing. Its extreme view
of woman's place in nineteenth century Britain emphasizes
the strict limits of the domestic sphere to which most
middle class women were confined.
Although a number of secondary sources examine aspects
of women's employment, most cover either the development 
of specific occupations for women, or summarise women's
employment patterns in general terms during particular 
phases."* However, there are several works that provide
useful background and reference material for this thesis.
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A helpful introduction to the impact of industrial­
isation upon women's work is provided by Ivy Pinchbeck's 
early work Women Workers and the Industrial Revolution, published
in 1930, and Eric Richards' 'Women in the British Economy
^ Pinchbeck's work ends where this
i
since about 1700'.
thesis begins, and Richards provides no more than a brief
general overview, but both help to set the scene, 
former is a classic study of the effect of the agrarian 
and industrial revolutions on the employment of women in
The
the century up to 1850. Recognised as one of the most
complete accounts of the impact of new technology upon
women's work. Pinchbeck argues that the consequences were
beneficial for women. This conclusion reflects the age 
of her study, and has inevitably been disputed by more i
recent writers. ;
In a short but important contribution, Richards argues
that industrialisation was detrimental to women. Provid­
ing a general overview of the changes that occurred with­
in women's employment during industrialisation, Richards
identifies three phases since 1700. An initial rural stage
prior to industrialisation encouraged maximum participa­
tion of women in the economy; a second stage from 1820
led to a decline in the participation rate for women in
the economy; only after world war II, during the third
stage, did participation rates rise to emulate those 






the second stage 'gave rise to the mid-Victorian social
i






Faces of Feminism by Olive Banks, is a valuable
general text, which traces the development of feminism 
in the nineteenth century from two major intellectual 
traditions - evangelical Christianity and the equal
Q
rights philosophy of the Enlightenment. Their impact 
upon the women who established and contributed to the 
Englishwoman's Journal and Englishwoman’s Review had important 
implications for the campaign to widen women's employ­
ment opportunities. *
Jane Lewis' book Women in England 1870 - 1950, surveys
10both middle class and working class women. It analyses
the changes in their work experience over a seventy
year period, contesting Pinchbeck's optimistic view of 
the impact of industrialisation. In two brief chapters 
Lewis analyses the patterns of women's employment since
She examines women's participation rates in the1870.
economy, and evaluates the characteristics that differ­
entiate women's work from men's work. State interference
through legislative restrictions on women's work is only
Lewis provides a useful summary ofbriefly covered. •
the experience of women workers between 1870 and 1950, 
though it is too general and its emphasis too late for 
more than contextual background for this thesis.
Deborah Gorham's 77ie Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal,
and Lorna Duffin's 'The Conspicuous Consumptive', proved 
helpful for the discussion of the doctrine of domesticity 
and the separate sphere's stereotyped^ They describe the 
ideal 'lady', a model towards which middle class women 
were expected to strive. This made the plight of single 
middle class women who needed to work outside the home
8
more difficult. By accepting waged employment these
women stepped beyond the perimeter of middle class
society. Furthermore, the only approved avenues of
employment were overcrowded and under-paid. The
realisation of their situation led to the establishment
of the Englishwoman's Journal and the Society for Promoting 
the Employment of Women, which worked in unison towards
the long-term relief of destitute middle class women
through employment.
The Englishwoman's Journal and the Englishwoman's Review
are crucial to any analysis of the campaign to increase
employment opportunities for single middle class women.
This campaign was of major significance to the 'first-
feminism that developed during the 1850s. Yetwave
it has been largely ignored by historians, who have
concentrated on other campaigns waged by the same
group of feminists. This thesis intends to examine
this important aspect of nineteenth century feminism
with particular reference to the Englishwoman’s Journal
and Englishwoman's Review , two major sources which reflect
the perspective of those who launched the campaign for 











INDUSTRIALISATION AND THE 'WOMAN QUESTION
1750 - 1850O
Industrialisation profoundly affected the employment
O of women in Victorian and Edwardian Britain. It
dictated the type of work available to women and influenced
the discussion of the 'Woman Question' throughout the
O nineteenth century. In order to study the employment
of women in the latter half of the century it is
necessary to examine the changes that occurred to the
O economic and social structures during the industrial
revolution. This chapter is divided into four sections;
the first provides a general analysis of the impact of
O industrialisation on women's work to the mid 1850s;
the second outlines the debate over the 'Woman Question'
that reflected the upheaval in social norms. The third 
examines the major influences on the growth of feminism 
in the 1850s; the fourth describes the problems faced 
by so-called 'redundant* women during the 1850s which 





iThe Industrial Revolution: t





affected by both the agrarian and industrial revolutions;
the latter imposed certain structural constraints upon 
the nature of employment in industrial Britain. These 
constraints, set up during the initial period of
industrialisation, influenced both the nature of employment
available to women, and the type of employment sought
by women. The industrial revolution ultimately 'resulted 
in new classes of workers performing in separate trades 
the multi-farious tasks which previously had occupied 
women in their homes.'* The main employment for women
prior to 1750 lay in rural and out-work activities.
Britain was both ’labour-intensive, [and] agriculture- 
dominated', and with at least a quarter of the population
existing below the poverty line 'women had little 
alternative but to work.'^ The main employment for
women lay in agricultural activities on family farms or
as hired hands. Unless they were wealthy most women
worked either for a wage or as unpaid assistants to their
husbands and fathers. The variety of economic activity
available to women at this time gave single and widowed
women an opportunity to provide for themselves and their 
families. All women had the 'opportunity of contributing
to the family maintenance to an extent which varied s
according to [their] stock and industry', although 
equal work did not mean equal status.^
In the second half of the eighteenth century the t
ability of women to provide for themselves and their 
dependents began to change. The agrarian revolution in 
the South, the growth of industrial towns in the North,
[
!
and the pressure of a rising population led to alterations
r
11
in food production. The enclosure movement encouraged
the termination of the tenancy of small farms, and an 
end to common land.^ The wealthier farmers, with the
ability to buy more land and grow more crops, found
that high prices led to increased profits. Their wives
and daughters were able to afford more servants, who
provided them with more leisure time, 
smaller farmers, and the landless, found their capacity
The wives of
to provide for themselves severely restricted. The
employment of women in agriculture came to be 'dependent
on the local economy, on theon a number of factors:
season, on women's individual strength, and on the
number of their children, and on the availability of 
other work.'^
Women's employment in the textile industries had
long been accepted as part of their domestic role.
Prior to industrialisation women were employed in
textile out-work, completed at home in between household
and agricultural chores, or as part of a family
enterprise. The two most important areas of the textile 
trade, those most affected by the revolution in
industrial technology, were the cotton and woollen
industries. Both were initially dependent upon hand­
spinning, traditionally a feminine employment. However
the domestic system was inefficient before the introduction
of machinery, and the quality and quantity of homespun
goods varied considerably. The development of the 
water frame, spinning jenny, and mule revolutionised a
'relatively new branch of the industry, cotton, unfettered 
by traditional organisation.'^ The introduction of
12
large-scale capital interests within the textile trades
forced a highly organised re-structuring of the labour
Within this the work requiring the most skillforce.
and strength was the more highly paid, while the
monotonous production of coarse, cheap cloth for every­
day use required less skill and commanded lower pay.
As men, who generally received superior training, 
established monopolies over the better paid positions,
women were forced to compete with children for the more
numerous unskilled positions.
The restriction of imports due to the Napoleonic
War [1793-1815] enabled the traditional outwork areas
to flourish in the absence of better quality European
8 This created an artificial demand for goodsimports.
which encouraged these industries to expand. By the end
of the eighteenth century cotton spinning, and in
particular weaving, were in a transitional stage from 
cottage to factory production. Initially reliant upon 
water wheels for power, and located in Lancashire,
Yorkshire and Derbyshire, economic focus and population
density began to shift from agricultural southern 
England to industrial northern England.^ 
the work venue and discipline required for factory
Changes in
production 'created a reluctance among the workforce to 
enter the factories',*^ and stimulated an artificial
labour shortage that resulted in better wages. After
1820 the easing of the trade restrictions, overcrowding
in the outwork industries, and the .increasing mechanis­
ation of traditional employment areas caused wages to
fall and large numbers of unskilled working women
13
became unemployed.
Although population growth, expansion of employment 
areas, and changes to traditional female occupations 
combined initially to increase the participation of
women in the workforce, this was only a shortlived effect.
The long term result was a reduction in the participation
By the mid nineteenth11rates for women in the economy.
century only between one quarter and one third of 
British women were employed, thus indicating a substantial 
As men organised and professionalised theirdecrease.
trades, women were excluded. It was argued that the
presence of women workers in the factories lowered 
both the rate of pay and the status of any particular
With few exceptions the restructuring of the 
workplace that occurred in response to industrialisation
trade.
involved the segregation of women into unskilled or
semi-skilled, low paid areas of industry which required 
dexterity but little training. These areas were all
related to women's household responsibilities. Textiles,
out-work, char-work, domestic service, and agriculture
were the only openings for. the majority of women until
1 othe late nineteenth century.
A breakdown of the marital status of working
women during the mid-nineteenth century indicates that
two thirds of single women were employed, as compared
with only one quarter to one half of married women.
Thus it is claimed that 'the most significant change in 
women's work to emerge from industrialisation was the
notion that women should retire from work when they
14
,13 This claim is supported by others whomarried.
argued that women worked only when family finances 
dictated it.^ However this argument needs modification.
Although most women in factories or domestic service
appear to have given up fulltime employment outside the
home upon marriage, many of these turned to out-work
to supplement their family income. Furthermore the
majority of married working class women were involved 
in sporadic domestic employment throughout their lives, 
and many 'despite frequent pregnancies, continued to 
work.115
Industrialisation was responsible for the
development of a middle class, and played 'an important
16 With therole in the evolution of urban society.
leisure time of women being elevated to an expression
of social status 'the largest employer of women in the
nineteenth century and the dominant employment option
17for single women...was domestic service, 
between 1830 and 1885 'one in every six English women
Indeed
was a domestic; and one in every five single women was
I Qlisted as a servant.' The provision of accommodation
and food, and an annual income drew many women from rural
areas to the cities. Domestic service was generally
regarded as a traditional, respectable employment 
which provided 'good training for married life'.^ 
Employer supervision replaced that of the family, and
contact with middle class values encouraged the growth
of a more socially mobile individual. Few girls remained 
in service throughout their lives, 'no more than 1 in 
10 remained a servant...[and] 40 per cent of the female
15
,20 The provision of roomservants were under twenty.
and board enabled girls to save money, usually for
dowries or, less often, for training to embark on a new
career.
Industrialisation profoundly affected the 
employment of women in nineteenth century Britain, 
heralded the commencement of a system under which women
It
could find it increasingly difficult to combine their
dual biological and economic roles. It led to the
creation of a new class whose ideology ignored the
ability of women to contribute economically to their 
own support. The introduction of a stereotypical ideal 
to which middle class women were encouraged to aspire
led to the development of conflict between assumed 
societal expectation and the reality of everyday existence.
The 'Woman Question':
Industrialisation led to the growth of an
upwardly mobile urban middle class which espoused the
concept of 'separate spheres' for the sexes. According
to this concept, the male sphere was aggressive and
public, while the female sphere was domestic and private.
The difference between man's vocation and 
woman's seems naturally to be this - one is 
abroad, the other at home: one external the 
other internal: one active, the other passive. 
He has to go out and seek his path; hers 
usually lies close under her feet.21
A middle class woman who entered the public sphere was
branded an 'unnatural* woman:.
For a man it is absolutely necessary... for 
woman there is no excuse 
whole life...is one of feeling rather than 
of action? whose highest duty is so often
for woman, whose
16
to suffer and be still...who has nothing, and 
is nothing, of herself... can live only in the 
existence of another.22
These same middle class women were the subject of, and
in some cases participants in, the debate over the
'Woman Question' which raged throughout the nineteenth
century in Britain. This debate revolved around attempts 
to define the nature of women and their place in society. 
However, the debate was fragmented and wide-ranging.
dealing with 'specific and limited problems' as they 
23occurred. During the debate over the 'Woman Question
the efficacy of the stereotypes applied to middle class
women from the 1830s onwards was examined. Although
these stereotypes were reflected in the popular literature
of the period, they were also applied by the legal,
scientific, and religious communities who enforced
these a priori assumptions about women. There were many
contributions to the different facets of the debate;
the following is intended only as a brief summary of
the controversy to the mid 1850s, to provide the context
for the establishment of the Englishwomen's Journal in 1858.
The Victorian 'Lady' was the ultimate fantasy
of the doctrine of domesticity. An ornament created to
crown the private sphere, 'a woman whose economic role
was confined to conspicuous consumption', she was at
once both wife and mother, fragile, pure, innocent, 
virtuous, and asexual. r.Marriage was seen to be the
ideal state where one sphere complemented the other; 
for women it was 'the natural destiny of our sex.'^
The social tenets dictated that the one true measure of
\




Although middlea combination of breeding and wealth.
class women could aspire to this goal, very few achieved
such status; thus most women 'acquired [their] status
? fiby connection with men,' usually through marriage.
This idealisation of the perfect 'lady' was reflected
in the writings of John Ruskin during the 1860s:
wherever a true wife comes, this home is always 
around her. The stars only may be over her head? 
the glow-worm in the night-cold grass may be the 
only fire at her foot: but home is yet wherever 
she is...She must be enduringly, incorruptibly 
good? instinctively, infallibly wise...the centre 
of order, the balm of distress, and the mirror 
of beauty...2?
The middle class family, complete with breadwinner.
domestic angel, children and servants was by the
1850s and 1860s idealised as a refuge from the world.
Within the scientific and medical communities, the
application of the stereotypical ideal to the diagnosis 
of feminine ailments resulted in conflicting beliefs
about the nature and medical treatment of women. The
purity of the Victorian 'lady', emphasised by her asexual
image, was the subject of fierce debate within the
medical profession. Assumptions about health and sexuality
were class based concepts, however, and doctors tended
to view the lifestyles of middle and upper class ladies
as the cause of illness. The ideal 'lady' was refined,
7 ftdelicate, therefore unhealthy.therefore inactive ?
Working class women, who could rarely (if ever) afford 
to consult doctors, were viewed with distaste as strong,
Prior to the mid-1850s theactive, and unladylike, 
medical and scientific communities perceived their role 
in society as that of moral guides, gradually replacing
18
the clergy. By invoking so-called 'scientific* evidence
the medical profession attempted to ensure that the
middle classes conformed to a prescribed pattern of
The inequality of the sexes was emphasised and 
justified through the use of 'scientific' theory with
life.
strong biblical overtones.
Many eithin the medical profession associated the
reproductive system, and especially the menstrual cycle, 
with illness.^ The reproductive functions of women
were regarded as primary and all other functions were
There is no organ in the body,secondary to these.
with the exception of the stomach, that exercises a
more extensive control over the female system than the 
womb.'30 Adolescence and menstruation were diagnosed
as pathological diseases, the recommended cure being
Women who attempted to stray outside the prescribedrest.
stereotype ran the risk of being branded hysterical or
insane:
it is well known that, when women are capable of 
some degree of mental exertion, this, by directing 
the blood towards the brain, makes it the centre 
of activity at the expense of the vital organs 
which are much more important to them; and, if 
the latter suffer from the activity of the former, 
their chief value as women is destroyed.31
Hysteria was believed to be a disease triggered by
,32excitement of the mind, from overwrought emotion
,33and was 'almost entirely peculiar to women. Women,
it was argued, were far more instinctive and emotional
than men, who relied more upon reason and intellect.
'Women are more sensitive, weak, more influenced by 
moral and physical cause.'34 Indeed, when comparing
the abilities of the sexes, it was suggested that
'the nervous system of the human female is allowed to
19
be sooner affected by all stimulus, whether corporal or
o c
mental, than that of the male.,JJ Both the concentration
span and the physical development of women suffered in
comparison to men, 
are known, indeed, by daily observation.'^
her less mental and muscular power.
By the late 1850s Dr. William Acton was presenting
a medical view of the ideal woman as pure and asexual -
her function was to control the sexuality of her male
partner. Acton’s women were almost passionless:
I should say that the majority of women (happily 
for society) are not very much troubled with 
sexual feeling of any kind. What men are habitually, 
women are only exceptionally... Love of home, of 
children, and of domestic duties are the only 
passions they feel.37
There were, however, dissenters throughout the nineteenth
century who argued that female sexuality was both normal
and healthy. As early as 1825 it was claimed that ’every
healthy woman after the age of puberty feels the passion
It is part of her health and as natural a
,38
of love.
consequence as hunger and thirst. These comments
were not widely supported by the scientific community.
However they demonstrate that there existed a range of
views about the nature of women’s health and sexuality
throughout the early nineteenth century, some of which
challenged the stereotypical ideal.
Both the feminine ideal and the concept of separate
spheres were reflected in English common law in the
early nineteenth century. Prior to marriage 'a single
woman has the same rights to property, to protection
from the law, and has to pay the same taxes to the State, 
^ She was also entitled to inherit from theas a man.
20
estate of her parents. After marriage, except where
a marriage settlement existed, her legal existence
She is...as an infant...she loses her separate
. 40
ceased.
existence, and is merged in that of her husband.
This act of coverture rendered a married woman unable
to 'sign a leases, initiate a lawsuit, or make a will.
She was not liable for her debts, not could she be charged 
crimes committed in her husband's presence.'^with
Her husband was entitled to all income and property, as
well as the control of any children of the marriage.
The Origins of the Women’s Movement:
Two major influences encouraged the growth of a
feminist movement from the 1830s. The Evangelical
movement, although affirming the domestic nature of
women, encouraged a sense of individual worth, 'salvation
through conversion'. It sanctioned activities performed
outside the narrowly defined domestic sphere by women 
in pursuit of the salvation of society. These activities
were philanthropic in nature and were useful outlets
for women of the leisured classes. Indeed philanthropy 
the calling of a lady1,^was increasingly recognised as
and for many 'represented deliverance from the stitch-
stitch-church-stitch routine of female existence. It 
was an adventure.'Evangelical Christianity fostered
the moral or 'social welfare' aspect of feminism by
emphasising the moral superiority of women. It also
stressed the differences between the sexes, and reinforced
the concept of separate spheres. Activities performed
outside the domestic sphere were sanctioned, because of the
belief that women were extending their civilizing
21
influence into the public sphere.
A second major influence was the Enlightenment
rejection of innate qualities, with its 'emphasis on 
reason, natural law and equality of rights.' This
doctrine was disseminated by the Unitarians, who played
a large role in the feminist stirrings of the 1850s.
Mary Wollstonecraft, Harriet Martineau, Barbara Bodichon,
Bessie Rayner Parkes, Harriet Taylor and John Stuart
Mill were all either Unitarian or had Unitarian back­
grounds. The Unitarians were active in political reform
movements, the anti-slavery and corn law campaigns. They
provided superior education for their daughters and the 
more radical sections championed women's rights. John
Stuart Mill argued that it was the education of women
and the environment in which they lived that determined
their social attitudes and intellectual capabilities.
All women are brought up from the very earliest years 
in the belief that their ideal of character is... 
submission, and yielding to the control of others... 
What is now called the nature of woman is an eminently 
artificial thing - the result of forced repression.. 
[and] unnatural stimulation...'^
He denounced the belief in separate spheres for the
sexes, advocating equal rights through reform of the law
in regard to married women, and increased feminine 
activity in public life.^
One of the most prominent leaders of the early
feminist movement was Barbara Bodichon. Born Barbara
Leigh Smith in 1827, both her father and grandfather
were members of Parliament active in the corn law and
anti slavery campaigns. Her family were wealthy, radical
who. gained a reputation :for - being.'*highty 
unconventional when Benjamin"Leigh Smith failed^tor^
Unitarians;
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marry the woman who bore his five children. Barbara was
well-educated, and financially independent, receiving
an allowance of £300 a year, plus a share in her father’s 
estate on his death in 1860.^ She described herself as
one of the cracked people of the world...I like to 
herd with the cracked... queer Americans, democrats, 
socialists, artists, poor devils or angels; and
am never happy in an English genteel family life. 51
Generous with her time and money, she provided much of the
finance that established the Englishwoman’s Journal and
Girton College, Cambridge, and was active in virtually
all the feminist campaigns up to 1880. She was also a
talented landscape painter, who exhibited frequently and 
whose work 'early commanded considerable prices.’^2 In
1857 she married Dr. Eugene Bodichon, a Frenchmen, whose
'habit of wandering in the woods about his wife’s Sussex
home clad in an Arab burnous or nothing at all 
many of her friends, who 'thought him hideous'I
stunned
After
1857 she effectively divided her time between Algiers,
where her husband practised medicine, and England, 
issue which first stirred Bodichon to activity in regard to 
'the Woman Question', was that of legal reform for married
The
women.
Between the mid-1830s and the late 1850s, middle class
women began to agitate for reform in certain areas of English 
common law, namely child custody, property rights, and 
They forged networks of women who became thedivorce.
leaders of the early feminist causes of legal reform,
improved education, and wider employment opportunities.
The first attempt to change the law in regard to the legal 
existence of married women began during the 1830s and
resulted in the Infants and Child Custody Act of 1839.
This act provided limited access to children for women 
separated from their husbands.54 Harriet Martineau, a
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leading feminist writer, claimed the Act was 'the first 
blow struck at the oppression of English legislation in 
relation to women.'55
By the 1850s the property laws in regard to married
women were also under attack. The economic dependence 
of women who, prior to marriage had been 'independent 
human creature[s] capable of holding and administering 
property of any amount', was denounced.55 In 1854, A Brief 
Surrmary, in Plain Language, of the Most Important Lows Concerning 
Women appeared. In this pamphlet, Barbara Bodichon
documented all the laws relating to women and the changes
that occurred in their legal status after marriage.
...she has no legal right to any property? 
her clothes, books and household goods are her own, 
and any money which she earns can be robbed from 
her legally by her own husband...she cannot dispose 
of her own 
betrothed.
not even
without the knowledge of herproperty
Bodichon also asked 'why does marriage make so little
legal difference to men, and such a mighty legal difference
c p
to women?'
By 1856 Bodichon had established a committee of
women who met to discuss 'the Woman Question', and to
agitate for reform to the legal status of married women.
This committee attracted widespread interest from middle
class feminists who, led by Bodichon, organised a 
campaign for legal reform which resulted in a petition
CQsigned by 26 000 women.
Causes Act granted access to children, limited property 
rights for separated and divorced women, and enabled 
these women to bequeath their property.
In 1857 the Matrimonial
. Women's access to divorce was also improved in 1857.
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This was a controversial issue which many saw as a
threat to the sanctity of marriage. Prior to 1857
divorce could only be granted through an act of Parliament,
or by the Ecclesiastical Courts, 
and was rarely granted to women.^
The former was expensive.
The latter was less
expensive, but grounds were narrower. Equal access to
divorce was perceived by many as a threat to the institution
of marriage. Lord Cranworth justified his rejection of 
divorce on equal terms by claiming that:
A wife might...condone an act of adultery on the 
part of the husband; 
a similar act on the part of the wife...the adultery 
of the wife might be the means of palming spurious 
offspring upon the husband. ..63-
but a husband could not condone
While Mr Drummond commented that 'The House was a body
of men legislating for women...[who] contrived to
establish the general notion that unchastity in a man
fi ?was a much less evil than unchastity in a woman', 
Gladstone recognised it as a 'way of...[asserting] the
superiority of our [male] position in creation.
The debate resulted in women gaining slightly easier,
less costly access to divorce, but not on equal terms
The latter had only to prove adultery towith men.
divorce his wife, 
adultery plus another offence.
Women, on the other hand, had to prove
The Divorce Act
provided for a woman to receive maintenance and restored 
to her the legal rights enjoyed by unmarried women.
However the double standard was re-affirmed in both the
Matrimonial Causes Act and the Divorce Act of 1857.
The Plight of Middle Class Spinsters:
The plight' of middle class spinsters was not highlighted
25
until the publication of the census figures for 1851,
although concern had been expressed throughout the 1830s 
and 1840s about the detitution of particular groups of
Attention focussed upon the fact that there werewomen.
more females than males in Great Britain, and that nearly 
thirty per cent of eligible women remained unmarried. 
According to The Times, In 1841 there were 493,303 more
66females than males...In 1851 the excess is 550,157.
This was alarming because the figures demonstrated that
the increase was more than the growth rate for the entire
It took longer to realise that large numberspopulation.
of these women remained unmarried. It was 1854 before
The Times reported the existence of 359,969 old maids
(above 40 years of age)...[and] 1,407,225 spinsters
.67 It was quickly realised thatbetween 20 and 40...
while working class women had a range of employment
options, middle class women had extremely limited choices. 
No training and little education provided middle class
women with few options. Women with 'no relatives to
cling to, or none that will own them, or none that they
can live with or be indebted to with comfort* could
enter governessing and 'retain [their] position in the 
middle ranks.However, if their education was
insufficient or they failed to find work, their only
to join the countless crowd of needlewomen.'*^option was
Both of the occupations were overcrowded and underpaid.
An immediate solution to the problem appeared to be
In this countryschemes encouraging women to emigrate.
is undoubtedlyso great an excess of the 'weaker vessel
.70 Initial attempts to institutea very great evil...
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71such schemes highlighted many pitfalls.
By the mid-1850s the solution of a growing number
of middle class feminists was:
to broaden the very restrictive pattern of paid 
employment to which women were limited by demanding 
access to a very much wider range of occupations, 
which could still be defended as suitable for women...72
Whilst calling for more education to better prepare 
women for employment, these feminists were also searching
for new employment opportunities for middle class women.
Although work was desperately needed by these women,
they constituted a very small proportion of the total
working population. It has been estimated that middle
class women represented only *12 per cent of the total
population, and those middle class women who had to work 
would only be a fraction of this proportion.'^ However,
because unmarried middle class working women were more
visible than their working class counterparts their
plight aroused philanthropists and feminists alike, 
problem was by no means new.
Their
A decade earlier Ann
Richelieu Lamb had raised similar issues. One of the
first writers to acknowledge that women could choose not
to marry, she argued:
!...surely it is nobler to be looked upon as able to 
stand upon our own feet, and manage our own affairs 
...the unmarried woman is somebody; the married, 
nobody!.. Why so many unmarried women are unhappy is 
not because they are old maids, but in consequence 
of poverty and of the difficulty they encounter 
in maintaining a decent position in society...74
!
In the late 1850s several leading writers began to
urge a more independent role in society for middle class





...looking around upon the middle classes, which 
form the staple stock of the community, it appears 
to me that the chief canker at the root of women's 
lives is the want of something to do.75
Although Craik argued that women represented the 'weaker
vessel', and were not the equals of men, she nevertheless
acknowledged that ‘in the present day, whether voluntarily
ior not, one-half of our women are obliged to take care
f
of themselves - obliged to look solely to themselves for
maintenance, position, occupation, amusement, reputation,
76 Craik, who conceived that 'a woman who canlife.
;77take care of herself can always take care of others'.
was reluctant to suggest any new occupations for women.
i
She preferred to recommend 'the instruction of youth;
painting or art; literature; and the vocation of public }
entertainment' for women who failed to fulfill their
,78'natural destiny.
John Duguid Milne was also prepared to accept that
}
tmany are doomed to single life', although he argued
t
convincingly that middle class women should be encouraged
to become more independent and educated for options
7 9other than marriage. 7
i
i
The common lot failing, it is
hard she should not have a chance of success in another
,80 He claimed that better preparation andwalk of life.
a wider range of employment options would allow unmarried
middle class women to live comfortably without having
to resort to relatives or charity.
The impact of industrialisation upon women's work
had a lasting effect, separating the home from the
It created an urban middle class who measuredworkplace.
status in terms of the idleness of wives and daughters,
28
and who encouraged a doctrine of separate spheres for
This belief was enforced, in general terms,the sexes.
by the medical and legal fraternities who tried to
define middle class women in terms of their biological 
role. However, the Evangelical movement which encouraged
the concept of the moral superiority of women, and the 
enlightenment tradition which stressed women's equal 
rights, fostered a spirit of independence amongst a small 
group of educated women. These women, already working
towards legal reform, became concerned about the number
of middle class women who apparently lacked a means of 
support and an opportunity to marry.
;
By the end of the !
i1850s these women, led by Barbara Bodichon, were searching l
for a means of expression around which they could
develop a campaign for single middle class women. 












THE ENGLISHWOMAN'S JOURNAL AND WORK FOR WOMEN
1858 - 1864
The Englishwoman's Journal is significant for any analysis
of the debate over employment opportunities for single
From its creation the intention wasmiddle class women.
to chronicle the campaigns waged by different groups work­
ing towards women’s emancipation. The Englishwoman's Journal
aimed to examine 'industrial employments of women...the
best mode of judiciously extending the sphere of such
employments, and the law affecting the property and condi­
tions of the sex.'-*- The Englishwoman's Journal provides a 
vital record of the early activist attitudes towards the
employment of middle class women between 1858 and 1864,
and relates these to the wider debate over the 'Woman
Question1.
Two prominent leaders steered the initial campaign
for wider employment opportunities for single middle class
Bessie Rayner Parkes was an important figure in iwomen. I-
the early campaign. She was born in 1829, the daughter
iof radical Unitarian lawyer Joseph Parkes, and great
grand-daughter of Joseph Priestley. A close friend of
I
iBarbara Bodichon, also a Unitarian, she was heavily
involved in the agitation for legal reform for married
women during the 1850s. She was also concerned with
},
improving the education of women, publishing a pamphlet
on the subject in 1854. As first editor of the English­
woman's Journal she 'adopted a cautious tone..[so as] not 




...[women's suffrage] believing it too impractical...
to make it worth while to risk very vital and practical 
interests..[with] so unpopular an element.'^ She had.
however, a sense of adventure. At the age of nineteen
she toured Europe chaperoned only by Barbara Bodichon, 
who was a mere two years older and in the late 1850s
she helped organise swimming lessons for a group of
women at the Marylebone public swimming baths, *a recent
shipwreck [having] roused public attention to the desir­
ability of teaching women to swim*!^ In 1866 she pub­
lished a collection of articles previously printed in 
the Englishwoman's Journal entitled Essays on Women's Work.^ 
Following this she married Louis Belloc, a Frenchman.
Five years later he died, and she withdrew to Sussex to 
raise her two children, 
outlived all her contemporaries.
She died there in 1925, having
Emilia Jessie Boucherett, born in 1825, had last­
ing impact on the development of employment opportuni­
ties for middle class women between 1859 and 1905. Born
in Lincolnshire, and educated at * the Miss Byerley's
8ladies' school at Avonbank' , she was 'consuming her
soul in solitary desire to help women to better economic
conditions.* By chance she purchased a copy of the
Englishwoman's Journal , expecting 'nothing better than the 
inanities commonly considered fit for women' Instead
its articles reflected her own frustrated ambitions, and
inspired her to visit the London Office at Langham Place.
Bessie Parkes and Barbara Bodichon drew her into the
group of feminists around the Englishwoman's Journal and she 
became a regular contributor. Her sparkling wit, illumin-
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ated many articles published in both the Englishwoman's 
Journal and Englishwoman1 s Review, and became well-known.
Harriet Matineau*s article, ‘Female Industry', led
Boucherett to form the Society for Promoting the Employ­
ment of Women in 1859.^Through this Society, Boucherett
campaigned for improved education and the introduction 
of occupational training. She also opened an employment 
register for middle class women.
A woman of independent means, having inherited her
family estates following the deaths of her older siblings, 
Boucherett became the proprietor and editor of the English­
womans Review in 1866, a position she held until 1870 when
illness forced her to relinquish the post to Caroline
Ashurst Biggs.^Politically conservative, she organised 
the opposition to the legislative restrictions on women’s 
work, constantly re-iterating a belief in the 'natural'
forces of supply and demand. In 1899 she co-founded the
Freedom of Labour Defence with Helen Blackburn, an organ­
isation which attempted to rally women to oppose such
In 1906 The Times described her as 'a deli-legislation.
cate, highly-bred looking old lady, with..great courtesy
and knowledge of the world, and a passionate fondness for
the country... ludicrously unlike the popular conception
.12of a "women's rights" woman.
The Englishwoman's Journal:
Late in 1856 Bessie Parkes and Isa Craig began to 
contribute to the Waverley Journal, a Scottish publication 
'of a very harmless but very inefficient sort, full of 
tales, 'poetry, and occasionally articles on charities. ,13
32
On the advice of Anna Jameson, Parkes accepted 1 entire 
control of this periodical' in April 1857, and lawyer 
George Hastings undertook negotiations for its purchase 
with the intention of transforming it into a publication 
more relevant to the emerging women's movement.
Barbara Bodichon provided finance for the venture? 
however, negotiations proved unsuccessful 'and Mr.
Hastings advised us not to spend money and effort over a
property which did not appear to be worth either, but to
15start afresh, with a new journal of our own, in London.
In March 1858 the first issue of the EWJ was published. 
Owned by 'a limited liability company', the shares were 
purchased by 'various good friends to the cause.The
joint editors were Parkes and Matilda Mary Hays, formerly
'an intimate associate' of the actress Charlotte Cushman.
Having toured on stage with Cushman for some years in
England, the United States, and Italy, Hays 'turned to
literature, translating the novels of George Sand.' In
invitation to co-edit the EWJ.1858 she accepted Parkes
George Eliot commented:
:•Bessie has talent and real ardour for all goodness, 
but I fear Miss Hayes[sic] has been chosen on the 
charitable ground that she had nothing else to do 
in the world, 
almost than soapless poverty in this application 
of feminine incapacity to literature! 17
Hays appears to have made little contribution to the EWJ,
There is something more piteous
and there is no further mention of her after this.
The initial concern of the EWJ was the overcrowding 
in the area of teaching, 'the only profession open to an 
educated woman of average ability.'^® Governessing had 




less of their education.
It is a platform on which middle and upper classes 
meet, the one struggling up, the other drifting 
down...the one means of breadwinning to which 
access alone seems open,- to which alone untrained 
capacity is equal or pride admits appeal.
The plight of over a million single women between the ages
of twenty and forty, many of whom needed to support them­
selves, made it imperative that additional occupations be 
found. The EWJ accepted the estimate provided by the
- Governesses Benevolent Institute of 'fifteen thousand'
O Igovernesses in 1857-1858. x It was assumed that the number
of unemployed women was considerably higher, although t). .. 
single middle class women constituted only a fraction of 
these 'tens of thousands' in need of employment.22 jt 
attacked the 'most insane notion..that there are only one
or two occupations which a woman can pursue and retain the 
social status as a gentlewoman.1,60 The EM/J urged its
readers to challenge the accepted stereotype for middle 
class women by calling on them to support women courageous h
enough to enter the public sphere.
i
i
Such an[sic] one, casting her gentility on the 
waters, would assuredly find it return to her again 
...[when it is] clearly recognised that the young 
business-woman is shielded by the social intercourse 
of those who are technically called "ladies".24
i-
Attempts were made to relate the opposition to work
for single middle class women to the separate sphere's
ideology. An article, most likely written by Ann Richelieu
Lamb, identified a certain set of stereotyped phrases...
F"Domestichearth[sic]," "Guardian angels," "Home altars,"
"Loving hearts," 1 which were used to describe the role of 
women within the community.2^ The author emphasized that
her remarks were aimed specifically at 'those families of
i
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our middle class for whom the father, the breadwinner,
has to toil hard, either with head or hands, brains or 
muscle.'26 This class, in particular, demonstrated a
refusal to re-evaluate women's position in society in 
the light of their need to work for subsistence.
Few persons at a cursory glance would imagine, 
that from the over-frequent and lavish use of a set 
of words and phrases, pretty in themselves and true 
in limited senses, there could possibly come such 
an accumulation of misery, and yet it is so, in 
spite of everything the upholders of the ideal can 
say to the contrary.27
Definitions of the role of middle class women as
'domestic* and references to woman's sphere' were apt to
assume that all women were provided for by their families.
In the light of evidence to the contrary the author argued
that the stereotype required up-dating so that middle
class women were adequately prepared if they needed to
work for wages. These women would continue to be left
ill-educated and untrained, until a new stereo­destitute.
type was developed which sanctioned feminine activity 
within the economy, outside the so-called 'domestic'
sphere.
Late in 1858 the EXVJ tackled 'the disputed question
whether women should work,, either with head or hands, ex­
cept in domestic life.' It questioned the stereotypical
'existences of being, rather than doing’, presented as
the societal norm, and championed the right of single
women to waged work outside the domestic sphere, 
as well as men require exercise of mind and body, in order 
to enjoy good health and sanity.',to However, it noted 
that any attempt to discuss the problem was greeted with 
derision: 'propose any new work for them, and you are
Women
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.29 Single womensure to be encountered by a sneer.
burthensome to male relatives, useless to thewere
community.. .useless to themselves and yet while many
necessarily complain', very few actively sought remedies
to their plight:
trained in no real work, educated for no adequate 
end, making efforts all but obnoxious in the pub­
lic eye, if they succeed they do so in the face 
of obstacles such as never confront the other sex, 
and thus accomplish in the little they effect 
(comparatively) more than men.30
Their efforts to find work resulted in lower wages
than men in similar positions, loss of social status, 
the chance of husbands.'^and loss of Men, however.
were not totally at fault in this area. Women, it was
argued, were responsible for their own situation; * the
popular female model is only a curious "get-up”...The 
first duty of women is to themselves.'J Therefore it
was up to women to ensure that future generations did
3 3.not suffer from ' inheri (ed restrictions 1. To this end
the EWJ urged its readers to exhibit 'greater moral 
courage * 3^and make more effort to work together towards
a common goal, a 'sense of greater utility in the com­
munity. '35
Women should look for areas in which their natural
talents might give them an occupational advantage. . The 
£W«T believed independent women to be of far greater
value to the community than was generally assumed.
It would in our opinion be well if every woman 
whether married or single, were able upon a pinch 
to earn her own living...[it] would give her a 
feeling of independence, a thing not to be despised 
in any walk of life.36
To this end, the early education of women required radical
reconsideration to transcend the societal prejudice encoun-
vh^n WMne*1* ve -i or*+- rrm.roTvf-innal K^hs^Hnnr' ■<- +- e vn 9
36
Preservation of 'the delicacy of their sex'^Jas admittedly
38necessary, but 'genius, vigor, and originality were also
vital to fulfill the feminine potential.
In 1859 the Edinburgh Review published 'Female Indus­
try', an account of the extent of women's participation
39in the economy. Written by Harriet Martineau, this
article had immediate impact and was 'frequently credited 
with having first shocked the public into an awareness of 
the problem of "redundant women", that is, the unmarried. 
Martineau argued that prior to the development of manufac­
tured goods and the growth of the middle class, the major­
ity of women 'had no responsibility about their own main-
41 The availability of ready made goods increased 
the amount of time 'gentlewomen* had to pursue more pleas-
tenance.
ant tasks, like tapestry. Almost all women married? those !
who did not entered the convent. There was, in such a
state of society, no call for female industry, except with-
42 However, changes toin the [domestic] establishment.
the industrial organisation of society had altered the
composition of the working population.
A social organisation framed for a community of which 
half stayed at home, while the other half went out to 
work, cannot answer the purposes of a society, of 
which a quarter remains at home while three-quarters 
go out to work.
Using figures from the Census of 1851, and Milne's
study. The Industrial and Social Position of Women , Martineau
argued that increasing numbers of women were entering the 
workforce.’44 she was concerned with the number of single
women supporting themselves from their meagre wages.
37
The tale is plain enough...so far from our country­
women being all maintained, as a matter of course, 
by us "the breadwinners", three millions out of six 
of adult Englishwomen work for subsistence; 
two out of three in independence.45
and
Citing examples from agriculture, mining, fisheries, and
domestic service, Martineau argued that there was a need
for work performed by women 'to be paid as well as the
Critical of the hostilityequivalent work of men.
the difficultiesof men to female workers, she claimed
created by the jealousy of men in regard to the industrial
independence of women...pauperise a large number of women
This jealousy47who are willing to work for their bread.
forced women who needed to be independent into the only
;
two occupations recognised as 'feminine', governessing and
needlework, and resulted in low wages, overcrowding, and i
badly trained workers. The sole solution was improved
education and occupational training to better equip women
48 Martineau suggest-to enter other 'feminine' employment, 
ed accounting, telegraphy, compositing, bookbinding, and 
the 'hospitable occupations' as likely sources for future
i
49female employment.
The EWJappears to have equated education with the
upper middle class. Women of this class were referred to
'educated* even though it was recognised that theiras
Ieducation was almost non-existent in comparison to male
education. In November 1859 the EWJ began to focus upon
the opportunities available to 'educated' women who needed
to work, those of 'the highest intelligence and the purest 
. 50morality. These were few in number compared to the





lady has to work for her livelihood, it is universally
considered to be a misfortune, an exception to the
51 However, the EWJ expressed concernordinary rule.
that these women were banished from their normal social
roles because they were forced to live outside the
accepted framework of society. Bessie Parkes claimed
that 'thousands and thousands of destitute educated
women have to earn their daily bread,' and that every
family knew of a female friend or relative forced to
52 The figures of the Governesses Benevo-work for wages.
lent Institute, upon which the EWJ relied for its esti­
mates, suggest that Parkes was not overstating her case.
Over a period of nine years the Institute assisted 26 571
5 3destitute governesses. The total number of applications
for assistance from 'educated* working women must have
been far in excess of this.
Parkes' articles in the EWJ concurred with
Martineau's, arguing that the only solution was improved
education and training for a specific occupation other
than governessing. She attacked the assumption that the
education of girls was 'a foolish outlay of money* because
54they were destined only for marriage, 
argued that families, in particular fathers, were neglecting 
their duty to provide for their daughters 'because they 
hope and expect that someone else will do it for them.'
She further
Parkes proposed 'that all ideas of the superior gent ii i ty 
of gbvernesship[sic] should be discouraged', and questioned
the value of forcing women into a low paid, overcrowded
55 Aoccupation merely to salvage their social status, 
far more productive solution would be to open up new
39
areas of employment for women that could provide them
with 'more liberty, and leisure and power of making
Her suggestions dovetailed with Martineau's 
to include telegraphy, bookkeeping, and business, as
way.
well as philanthropic pursuits within schools, prisons, 
hospitals and workhouses. Furthermore Parkes
suggested that forward planning by fathers could ensure 
that their daughters were provided with an income
after their death. Life insurance, 'so cheap, so easy.
so safe', could provide relief for the women of the i
family and prevent financial distress in the event of
<■
>
sudden death. She stressed 'that in all areas it is i
!
the fathers who are morally responsible for their
t 57daughters welfare. ;
■
'Want of capital' wasa major difficulty for women
in attempting to enter an employment aside from 
governessing.
f
An important obstacle to improved
education and training was a familial belief in
59 ;marriage as a commercial' enterprise. Parkes claimedi
that marriage was regarded as such 'even by the best
people*; if this was the case then the woman should be
provided with her share of the capital, and...choosei !
a respectable partner who will not waste that capital S
and bring the firm to bankruptcy. On the other hand,
iif this was not the case, then women should be educated
i
"independent factors", so that they may notand made
be tempted to go to the altar for the bread that
. 60perisheth.
Parkes recognised a double standard in operation
against middle class women who needed to work, for she 
argued that no-one objected to the employment of work-
40*
ing class women as domestic servants. Furthermore 
these women married ’easily and happily from this
position, and continue their work or discontinue it 
according to their individual circumstances, 
debate over whether women should work related to
The
a very small, though very important proportion of 
the whole body of women...I cannot see why working 
ladies need be more unsexed than working house­
maids, nor why that activity, which is claimed 
to make a woman eligible as a wife to a working 
man, should, when exercised on higher subjects, 
unfit and discredit her to be the wife of a 
working barrister or medical man.61
Parkes called for 'ladies' of high moral and social
standing in society to associate with those 'ladies
who worked for their living. In this way, she claimed.
women would create new conventions which would recognise
the contribution made to the economy by employed
ft ?middle class women.
Jessie Boucherett credited Martineau with having
631 startled every thinking mind in the kingdom, 
ing on this foundation, she divided middle class women
the daughters of professional 
men, naval officers and poor clergy men...[and] the
Build-
into two categories:
daughters of tradesmen,' the upper and lower divisions 
respectively.^ 
currently entered governessing, Boucherett argued that
Although women from both categories
women from the 'trading class' should be trained for
employment as clerks, accountants and saleswomen, 
leaving governessing to women from the 'professional
Improved education for the women of the upper 
division would qualify them to teach, and the reduction 
in competition within the profession would improve
class.'
41
being principally gentlewomen by birth andwages ?
manners, the unfavourable impressions now existing
.65against governesses would gradually fade.
Women from the 'trading class' would require
occupational training more suited to their social
status to fit them for practical work. The 'general' 
education received by 'daughters of the aristocracy 
and of the more wealthy portion of the middle classes 
...is perfectly just and reasonable[assuming they never 
had to work for subsistence]... for they are provided
.66for, and will never have to struggle for bread.
However those of the lower division of the middle class
required an education that prepared them for a specific 
employment area, as it was most likely that at some
stage in their lives they would have to work for wages;
Set before them...that many among them will not 
marry, and must either work or trust to charity 
for bread;
to depend on their own exertions than to marry 
for the sake of a maintenance.6*7
teach them...that it is more honourable
The 'monster impediment* to widening employment
opportunities for single middle class women was the
argument that men would be forced to accept lower rates
of pay or lose their jobs, because of cheaper female 
competition.^® Boucherett proposed to place women as
clerks and accountants in areas where men were not
already employed. Small businesses which needed book­
keeping and accounting done infrequently, newly establ­
ished post-offices and small bank branches all provided 
new expanding employment opportunities, 
she argued that the amount of employment available




twice as many people employed in work which requires
intelligence as there are now. Moreover she did not
intend that women should progress along the same career
paths as men. Rather she argued that women could fill
positions 'in places where economy was an object and 
where clerks do not receive sufficiently high salaries
to enable them to marry. Positions commanding high 
salaries 'would still be filled by men, as their superior
health and strength must always... give them the advantage 
over women' Society would benefit from this arrange- 
Men from the 'trading class', who 
had previously earned insufficient in low payed clerk-
ment in two ways.
ships to support a family, would be released to work at
a manual trade more fitting to their social standing.
No longer having to 'pretend' to be gentlemen, they
could afford to support a wife; single women of the
same class, would gain more opportunities to marry
as well as more employment opportunities.
Sales were the only occupations in which men faced
a lot of employment. Boucherett claimed that this was
70more appropriate to women'. She argued thatan area
a shortage of enlisted men within the British army and
navy demonstrated that 'if men can obtain plenty of easy
71remunerative labour elsewhere they will not enlist.
However, if 'easy remunerative work' was set aside as
the feminine sphere, then men would be forced 'to
72maintain our national defences. Even if women did
invade male employment, and a few men found themselves
unemployed, Boucherett argued that it was only fair to
share the burden, and that men ought not to shrink from
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73taking their share of the misery.
However, Bessie Parkes constantly re-iterated
that agitation for wider employment opprotunities for 
single middle class women did not imply a rejection of 
women's primary role as wives and mothers, 
that as some women lacked the opportunity to fulfill
She argued
this domestic function, an alternative was required to
provide them with more acceptable means of subsistence. 
'Why, if women must work, are they to be obliged to work
only at the hardest, most ill paid, and unpleasant 
like governessing and needlework.^employments,
Parkes regarded the need for more employment opportunities
for women as a temporary phase 'which is to be regretted
...I never wished or contemplated the mass of women
,75 .becoming bread-winners.
Jessie Boucherett agreed that in general the domestic 
the primary element of all true socialsphere was 
,76 Maintenance of the Christian family was alife.
requisite for the stability and wealth of the Nation.
Ultimately, the question of women's work was
a partial one since the majority of women looked 
to married life as their happiest sphere, and 
in the upper and middle ranks their entering 
married life would withdraw them from non-domestic 
labour...the immense majority of women are, 
and ought to be, employed in the noble duties 
which go to make up the Christian household. 7*7
However, to assume that all middle class women were
supported by either fathers or husbands, when this was
not the case, was not 'in accordance with the precepts
7® Even withinof the religion we profess to obey, 
the domestic sphere, middle class women were generally
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unable to emulate the stereotypical '.idle' lady of
leisure. Educated self-sufficient women, capable of
running a household, with some interests outside the 
domestic sphere, who had worked for wages prior to 
marriage, made far better wives and helpmates than those 
who were capable only of idleness and extravagance.
Another solution to the problem of the excess of
middle class women appeared to be emigration. The
women involved with the EWJ wholeheartedly supported
emigration as one solution to the excess of women in
Only emigration relieve the economicGreat Britain.
Go they must, if they are topressure upon women.
* 80have any rational chance of living the life God designed.
It was a drastic measure but appeared to the EWJ to be the only
way to provide permanent help to destitute single
women. Parkes commented:
If we could prevail upon our rulers to superintend 
the exodus of the population to our outlying 
provinces, the inequality between the sexes here 
at home might be considerably diminished, because 
in more than one of our distant possessions . 
[Australia] there are five men to one woman.*81
The EWJ, however, was voluble in urging the task upon
Its first priorities were improved educationothers.
and wider employment opportunities for middle class
Emigration posed hude logisticalwomen at home.
problems which were recognised as such. It was not 
enough to write 'a smooth emigration article'; action
was needed to solve a 'host of petty difficulties' that
prevented the emigration of single women from becoming
8 2an immediate reality, 
large numbers of single women around the world without
It was impossible to transport
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the guarantee of suitable employment and living condi­
tions upon arrival:
[But] the information received on the subject... 
is most uncertain and contradictory; sometimes 
it is stated that the utmost inconvenience is 
occasioned by the scarcity of women; then again 
it is said that the seaport towns[in New Zealand] 
are overcrowded with them.83
Women attempting such a journey would require adequate 
supervision while travelling and also upon arrival:
1 it is not an easy thing for a single woman to 
emigrate.1 The EWJ recognised that it required cons­
iderable organisation to overcome these problems, yet it
supported emigration as a major theoretical solution to
p r
the unemployment of single women in Britain .
Readers and Critics:
Letters to the editor were published in the EWJ
under the heading 'Open Council'. This section had
originally been planned to be of major significance.
However, the reader response was poor. Parkes commented:
I can hardly understand why it never rose to great 
literary excellence...the opportunity of uttering 
suggestions and ideas...was not as largely used, 
as we had anticipated. Perhaps the habit of 
writing letters, as such, is gradually disappearing. 86
These letters do, however, demonstrate a wide range of
attitudes to employment for single middle class women, 
and give some idea of the subscribers the AV/attracted.
Readers wrote to the EWJ for a number of reasons.
Some asked for solutions to problems associated with 
working outside the domestic sphere. Many outlined
suggestions for possible new employment areas for women.
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A few reported on the hazards associated with the 
employment of women in country areas, or on the host­
ility of male workers. In addition, readers often
commented on articles on women and employment published
A Clergyman'sin other periodicals and newspapers.
Wife' appealed to other working women for suggestions
on a more suitable form of dress for those 'obliged to
be out and about at all times and seasons,' yet also
and fathers'.acceptable to 'husbands, brothers,
A Happy Husband' agreed that 'the grand aim of social
reformers should be to increase the number of marriages'.
and lamented the lack of education for 'Young Ladies' of
88prosperous families, 
wisely to handle her husband's income through better
agreed with these
A woman needed to be taught
*'M.S.management of her household, 
sentiments, although she suggested that 'young gentlemen i
do not like to find a lady whom they call to see, engaged
Girls were treated like child-in household avocations.
ren until marriage, she claimed, whereupon they were ex-
O Q
pected to manage house and husband wisely. There were 
many proposals for benefit societies, savings funds, 
co-operative societies, burial clubs, and similar organ­
isations to help working women save for their old age.
\
!•
replied to one of these informing readers ofC.M.W.
)
the existence of 'The Saving Fund' open to both sexes,
to encourage the poor to save small weekly sums. 
Interest was provided through subscriptions from the 
'wealthy', and the majority of members were women.
offered support to any attempt by subscribers 






» 90ance of our poor women.
An interesting indication of the class basis of
of the EWJ is provided by a letter that appeared in
1863. Atypical of those published in 'Open Council',
Keziah Wilkinson, a domestic servant, addressed her
letter to 'Respected Ladies, I am told that if I write
to you, you will put my letter into print, and then
perhaps some one will see what I want to get altered
about the Post Office Savings Bank. In service 'in
a little place out of London', her grievance was the
marked envelopes sent 'from London to tell us they 
have got our money there...it has O.H.M.S at the top.
,91and G.P.O at the bottom. This identified the re­
ceiver as having some savings which 'often leads to
unpleasantness'. Wilkinson argued, and her 'fellow
agreed, that a woman living at home and help­
ing to support her parents, needed to be able to save
servant
in secret 'for illness, or old age. Those members of
the family who 'are not very industrious' tended to
label an individual who was saving money 'stingy, and
unkind, and selfish', which was discouraging and up­
setting . Wilkinson proposed that the statement should
be sent in a common envelope, although 'there would be 
some difficulty about stamps then, for I see there are
never any on those letters. Keziah Wilkinson's manner
of address, and apology for having written, 'Hoping you 
will pardon the liberty I have taken', contrast sharply
{ Q Twith the other letters published in 'Open Council'. 
These more typical letters reflect the middle class 
origins of their authors, confident of their ability to
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express ideas coherently, either working for wages or 
participating in some kind of philanthropic endeavour.
There was considerable resistance to the attempt by
the EWJ to encourage the widening of employment opport­
unities for single middle class women. The Saturday
Review, established by Alexander James Beresford-Hope 
in 1855, was renowned for ’its slashing High Toryism
and its virulent anti-feminism. A High Churchman,
Beresford-Hope was a conservative member of the House
of Commons for various seats. He married Lady Mildred 
Cecil, daughter of the Marquis of Salisbury. The
Saturday Review expressed its opposition to the EWJ strid­
ently, indulging in scathing personal comments about
individual contributors, who were denounced as 'second-
rate lady moralists and inferior female manufacturers
,94of magazines. In April 1858 it devoted two columns
to 'a new monthly publication...[which] is temperate
,95and indeed dull. it attacked the call for more emp­
loyment for women, claiming that 'as ladies sink in the
social scale by pecuniary misfortune, they do, as a fact,
■96 ittake to handicraft..[a] profitable female labour.
argued that calculations on the number of unmarried
women over the age of twenty were misleading. It
would be more to the purpose to give us the percentage of
unmarried women at thirty, and from these to subtract the
number of those who have no chance of avoiding destitu-
97tion, and who are not already employed.
Parkes' assertion that fathers had a moral duty to 
provide for their daughter' future through improved
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education, training, and life insurance was condemned
as confusing several subjects 'between which not the 
slightest connexion exists.'Improving the educa­
tion of girls merely because there 'are a vast number
of women who never get husbands' would be wasted.
Destitute unmarried middle class women were 'social
anomalies'1 It was in the interests of the State to
'let as many women as possibleencourage marriage:
be dependent on marriage. Let women be trained to
this as the end of her being.' If women were confid­
ent of their ability to support themselves economic­
ally they would be less likely to marry.
Married life is a woman's profession...by not get­
ting a husband, or by losing him, she may find that 
she is without resources, 
her is, she has failed in business; 
reform can prevent such failure.99
All that can be said of
and no social
According to the Saturday Review Parkes had a complaint
against 'human nature...the remedy is the same...fall
100in love and get a husband'!
The EWJ rarely responded to the 'coarseness of the
Saturday Review, lamenting only on one occasion that we
are sadly out of our element in an encounter with un-
courtly foes, having to guard against stabs in the back
, 101or thrusts in the dark. Parkes was, however,
staunchly defended in a letter to the editor of the EWJ
from a member of 'the rougher sex'.-*-^ The author
declared his support for Parkes' assessment of the prob­
lem facing single women, but found the Saturday Review's
point of view to be 'interesting'. Its contributors
write smartly, unscrupulously, saleably... [and] from
, 103a high moral view point. The Review' s idea of marriage
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as the only business for women was lampooned as
'scheming, flirting, ogling, angling for husbands.'
The anonymous author claimed that:
Saturday Reviewer'[sic], and others of histhe
taste...know what they would wish in a wife, and 
it is our duty to keep all women as far as poss­
ible dawn to their standard, to give them pick 
and choice enough.-*-^
The Saturday Review was not alone in its opposition
to the arguments put forward by Parkes, although it
was certainly the most controversial and outspoken.
An article in Fraser's Magazine criticised Parkes
proposal to limit the number of women entering govern- 
essing by encouraging them to train for other occupa­
tions . Although complimenting her on a discussion
paper 'thoroughly judicious and business like', the
article asserted that governessing was 'essentially a
part of women's natural vocation', which women should
105be encouraged to follow. The only problems assoc­
iated with this vocation were lack of education, and
hence, bad teaching. These could be rectified with
the introduction of improved general education for 
girls and specific teacher training for particular age 
Bad working conditions for governesses weregroups.
'not...to be found in the families of gentlemen.'
Most governesses received an average salary of £40-§45 
many..from C80 to £ 100', similar to that of malewith
clerks. In addition a governess 'is fed, lodged, wait-
106ed upon, and free from taxes.
Fraser's Magazine believed women's most valuable role
to be that of wives and mothers, whose 'finer feminine
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qualities must be blunted in the struggle' for
107subsistence. If women were taught 'to look upon
non-domestic employments as a privilege', the value
108of the domestic sphere would decrease. If middle
class women must work outside the home, then the
service professions such as 'tuition and medicine and
the various avocations connected with charitable
109institutions' were best suited to their nature.
To change the middle class view of women who worked
would necessitate a re-evaluation of their effective­
ness within the domestic sphere:
Let us have full proof that the duties and priv­
ileges of that sphere have not been neglected... 
the intellectual education... the moral guidance... 
the spiritual influence...the softening relations 
...let us see that all these are so perfect in 
their hands that they have a right to say - "Our 
task is done, give us other work."11°
The EWJ responded at length to the arguments put 
forward by Fraser’s Magazine , 'an opponent of polish
and culture...a friend from whom we differ on a few
111points.' The EWJ stated that there was no dispute
over the value of governessing 4as an occupation. Rather
it was overcrowded with practitioners, few of whom were
properly educated or trained. Teaching, as a profession,
was not an inherent talent possessed by all women. To
whatever positive extent the training of the young may
be a part of women's natural vocation, it seems certain
that as yet the extent is either exaggerated or un-
112certain. Most women who became governesses did so
because they believed it to be the most 'genteel' occupa­
tion. None seem sufficiently cognisant of the fact.
that unless they are..."gentlewomen" (in the proper
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significance of the term,) nothing apart from them-
113selves can make them what the title implies. The
assumption that the salaries of governesses could be
compared to those received by clerks was also refuted.
Clerks were promoted throughout their careers with a
salary increase with each advance. A governess ’can
barely manage in her old age to obtain the common
114comforts of life.
The EWJ emphasised that it was not advocating sala­
ried employment for married middle class women. To
avoid any misconstruction, let it be distinctly under­
stood, that we maintain the propriety of women who have
115homes and posi t ive work to perform, there to remain.
However, it was well documented that there was an
increasing number of middle class women who would remain
unmarried throughout their lives, and who would require
employment in order to maintain themselves. It was in
the interests of the community that these women should
be sustained and encouraged1 to seek employment that
would provide 'greater self-respect and dignity... with
whatever faculties women are endowed, these faculties
116are given to be exercised.
Many of those who opposed the extension of employment
opportunities refused to acknowledge the difficulties
facing those single middle class women who required work.
Charles Evans, in a pamphlet entitled The Evils Of Female
Labour published in 1860, argued that an increase in the
number of occupations available to women would be
’attended with great evils. He claimed that the demand
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for 'good domestic servants... [and] properly trained
governesses' demonstrated that female labour within
117the domestic sphere was available. If single
women needed salaried occupations, they should fill
those within their own sphere before invading male
Certain quarters', he warned, wereemployment.
attempting to alter 'the relative positions of the 
118 Evans recognised that a proportion ofsexes.
women needed to 'provide themselves with the means of
subsistence...[and that] the field open for women in
,119which to gain a living by labour is very limited.
However, men also faced limited employment opportunities,
and an increase in competition with women would merely
lower wages. Many men would not be able to marry on a
lower wages, and thus more women would need to work.
This would result in an increase in the number of 'evils
of a purely social nature', already prominent in areas
120where a majority of the women worked for wages.
Throughout his pamphlet, Evans persisted in linking
working class women employed in factories. training
schools of vice, and hotbeds of prostitution', with the
121middle class women with whom the EWJwas most concerned.
He failed to recognise the distinctions made by the EWJ
between upper middle 'educated' women encouraged to
enter professions, and lower middle class women destined
for trades. The EWJ did not encourage middle class women
to enter factories, except as supervisors? while it
encouraged working class women to remain within the
domestic sphere, if possible, especially after marriage.
In late 1863 the EWJ ran into financial difficulties
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due to poor circulation.
suggested that subscribers attempt to remedy this by 
selling copies 'judiciously among our acquaintances', 
a proposal with which the editor was happy to experi- 
However, the financial problems continued.
August 1864 the EWJ was merged with the Alexandra Magazine
A letter to the editor
122
Inment.
in an attempt to reach a wider readership 'in a cheaper
form' . Similar in content to the EWJ, the Alexandra
Magazine emphasised the practical problems involved in 
salaried employment outside the domestic sphere.
Dominated by articles written by members of the Society
for Promoting the Employment of Women, and by the re­
ports of that body, the Alexandra Magazine shared the
offices at Langham Place. Indeed it existed prior to
August 1864 as a monthly publication subtitled Woman's 
Social and Industrial Advocate. The merger failed to increase
circulation, and the Alexandra Magazine and Englishwoman's
Journal ceased publication in 1866, to be replaced by
the Englishwoman's Review of Social and Industrial Questions.
The Englishwoman's Journal was established at the heart 
of the early women's movement to provide a cohesive
link between the individual 'arms' of the movement.
Bessie Rayner Parkes and Jessie Boucherett used the 
Englishwoman's Journal to disseminate their ideas on the 
place of women in society. Their concern over the lack
of employment opportunities for single middle class 
women led them to challenge the existing stereotype of
the 'idle' ill-educated woman. They campaigned to re­
place this with a more flexible model that would sanction 
employment outside the domestic sphere for middle class
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women with no means of support. They also attempted
to define as feminine some occupations outside the
home, like clerical and sales work, in order to secure
them for middle class women. Writing for a predomin­
antly middle class readership, they insisted that 
single women needed to exercise some control over 









THE ENGLISHWOMAN'S REVIEW AND THE RESPONSE TO
PROTECTIVE LEGISLATION 1866 - 1910
By the late 1860s the campaign to expand the employ­
ment horizons for middle class women had been relegated 
to the Society for Promoting the Employment of Women.
The Englishwoman’s Review concentrated from this period on
the increasing attempts by philanthropists and parliamen­
tarians to legislate to 'protect* working class women
from exploitation through over-work, initially in the
factories and later in the 'sweated* industries. Jessie
Boucherett denounced as discriminatory any attempts to
restrict the hours of any class of women workers, when
their male counterparts were permitted to work unfettered.
Hence she focussed the Englishwoman's Review on a course
opposed to such legislation. Inevitably this led to
conflict between the 'equal rights' feminists gathered
around the Englishwoman's Review, and the 'social welfare
feminists who were attempting to unionise women. Increas­
ingly the debate centred on the rights of married working
class women to employment outside the domestic sphere. 
The Englishwoman’s Review asserted that either men needed
to be legally required to support their wives, or these
wives should be permitted to work for their own support. 
The 'social welfare* feminists argued that married women
who worked made poor wives, and concentrated theirm
efforts on forcing these women out of waged employment.





wider employment opportunities for middle class women? 
rather it feared that legislation restricting the
rights of one class of women to waged employment out­
side the domestic sphere would inevitably spread to
Hence it opposed this 'evil* at all times.all women.
The origins of the conflict that developed between
, ‘equal rights* feminists and 'social welfare' feminists
over protective legislation for women workers, lay in
the differences between the Enlightenment tradition of
reason and equality; and the evangelical Christian
belief in moral and social reform. The former stressed
the similarities between the sexes, and argued that any
legislation aimed specifically toward women denied their 
'natural rights' and freedom of choice as adult citizens. 
The latter emphasised the differences in the sexes, claim­
ing the superiority of women, and re-inforcing the doc­
trine of separate spheres. Hence this group advocated
protective legislation designed to protect the 'weaker
sphere.*sex from the harsh realities of the 'public
feminists adopted the belief that theSocial welfare
evolutionary fate of the working classes was dependent 
upon women remaining within the domestic sphere. Only 
when the women of the working classes ceased to undertake )
waged employment outside the home could the working class 
be considered safe from moral and physical decline. Women
were the guardians of the nations morals; 
through activity beyond their sphere, became brutalised 
and 'unsexed', the moral welfare of the entire Nation
if they.
was endangered. This argument was linked to the social 
Darwinist belief in 'the survival of the fittest', and the
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argument of the eugenics movement for the improvement
of the 'race'.
The Englishwoman's Review:
The Englishwoman's Review was established in 1866 by
Jessie Boucherett. She intended to follow an editorial
policy similar to that of the Englishwoman's Journal, attrib­
uting *the favourable change of opinion, and the more
respectful tone with regard to women, which may be ob­
served in the literature of the present day, to be due... 
[its] influence.'^ Boucherett, who was the Review'sto
first editor, lamented that interest in the working
conditions of men tended to eclipse the more serious
problem of the position of women working for wages.
She suggested that male legislators 'feel most interest
in the unfortunate of their own sex...[and that as]
gentlemen are richer than ladies...[they] are better
able to maintain the institutions in which they take
Therefore, the Englishwoman's Review wasan interest.*
being established to serve the interests of women, al- «
though 'the real interests of men and women are insepa­
rable.'^ The Review had four editors during its forty-
four year history; Jessie Boucherett(1866-1870) ,
Caroline Ashurst Biggs(1871-1889), Helen Blackburn
(1890-1903), and Antoinette M. Mackenzie(1890-1910).
Two of these women, Jessie Boucherett and Helen Black-
rburn made major contributions to the campaign to oppose !
!Ilegislative restrictions on women's employment.
?
Helen Blackburn was born in Knightstown, Valencia
Island, Ireland, in 1842, where her father was a slate
f
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Blackburn first met Jessie Boucherett inengineer.
1874 when she became secretary to the Central Committee
for Women's Suffrage. The two women shared a belief in
the right of individuals to determine their own future,
and a politically conservative background. From 1890
Blackburn co-edited the Englishwoman's Keview with Antoin­
ette Mackenzie. She also co-wrote The Condition of Working
Women and the Factory Acts with Boucherett in 1896, and to­
gether they founded the Freedom of Labour Defence in 
1899.^ Blackburn was a skilled watercolour landscape 
artist, and between 1886, and 1899 produced yearly
’Women's Suffrage Calenders. In January 1901 and 1902
she also produced 'New Year cards' which she described
'the only commercial success of any of her efforts.as
From 1895 onwards her activities within the feminist
movement were severely curtailed because she was nursing
her aged father. She died in 1903, having suffered a
long illness’.
0 Until the mid 1870s the EMR continued to emphasise
themes carried over from the Englishwoman's Journal. It
constantly questioned the extent to which women's ex­
clusion from so many areas, especially education, employ­
ment and suffrage, was dictated by 'innate* qualities, 
and 'how much by limitations imposed by arbitrament of 
society.'^ The EUR argued that the employment market
was divided into feminine 'domestic', and masculine
'public', occupations? and that there were some that 
could be adequately performed by either sex. The prob­
lem faced by advocates of the extension of employment
opportunities for middle class women was that there
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existed no definitive explanation of the phrases used
to categorise women's 'sphere':
home?’...Can work be said toWhat is included in 
be home work, which, while performed outside, 
bears directly on the needs of the interior in 
its results?... If domestic life is solely for
then why do men perform so many domesticwomen,
duties?...how far are social duties to be classed
as leaning to home, how far to public concerns? 
Why does the State interfere in...purely domestic 
interests?^
Similarly the definition of marriage as the sole career 
for w;omen ignored life both before the event and after
'the children are fledged and flown. It has the further
defect of regarding women who do not marry as virtually
^ It was insufficient to encourage marriagenon-existent.
as the culmination of a woman's existence. Indeed the
'idea originates in the fact that marriage is to many 
women the first opportunity they have of breaking a path
8to any occupation at all.
Helen Blackburn used an analysis of the Census of
1861 in order to demonstrate the impact of the doctrine
of separate spheres upon the campaign for wider employ­
ment opportunities for middle class women. She divided
occupations into three categories; those falling within
*
the narrowly defined 'domestic' and 'public* spheres; 
those requiring occupational training; and those depen­
dent upon 'accidental circumstances'. Blackburn conclu­
ded that women were admitted to an occupation as it
became de-skilled and less sought after by male workers:
occupations have always been more readily or less 
reluctantly conceded as fit to be shared by women 
in proportion as they require less intellectual 
training...exclusion has been measured by the need 
of training; the higher the training requisite, the 
more determined the exclusion.-
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Blackburn also attacked the belief in the innate
intellectual inferiority of women, arguing that where
men were encouraged to pursue knowledge, women were
inhibited, so that any intellectual accomplishment by 
women was achieved 'against increasing odds. 1 Women needed
to pursue 'a full and fair experiment' in order to
appreciate and decide for themselves 'what is or is
10not fit for them to share in. i
By the 1880s the!opposition to protective legislation 
had in turn spurred a more agressive attitude towards 
critics of women's growing emancipation.
pf
iWhat moral b
right have men to set limitations, mental or physical. !i
!Ito women's education or pursuits in life? Women were
urged to resist the male authoritarian definition of 
their 'sphere': 
control on the stronger side, and its but too habitual
!;i it is the assumption of such unlimited b
i
admission on the weaker which is at the root of most of <
i,11the intellectual and social disabilities of women.
All young adults, whether male or female, should be
encouraged to become independent of their parents. 
Similarly, women should at any stage have the confidence
in their education to become fully self-sufficient. If
required 'all women, who have the ability, should be
brought up and enpcwered to do so in case of need, and should
, 12...[be educated] to follow some useful occupation.
A major impediment to women's success in the 'public 
sphere, the one that was used to define 'women [as] 
really and truly inferior to men, [is] their tacit acqui­
escence in the assumption that it rests with the latter
to determine finally what lies within a woman's province.'13
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Women, it was argued, should be proud of their sex and
'happy in their lot' - an impossible achievement if they 
believed themselves to be the physical and intellectual
They should be treated as individualsinferiors of men.
and not branded by blanket assumptions on the basis of 
their sex.^
The Feminist Response to State Intervention:
The issue of protective legislation for employed
women from the 1880s onwards split the feminist movement.
Working towards establishing women's trade unions, the
Women's Protective and Provident League began from the
mid 1880s to champion 'social welfare' feminism. The
women identified with the £WR, especially Jessie Bbucherett
and Helen Blackburn, espoused an 'equal rights,' laissez faire
Increased State intervention brought these twofeminism.
groups into conflict over the best solution to the problems 
faced by working class women employed for long hours and
low pay.
The Women's Protective and Provident League (later the
Women's Trade Union League) was formed by Emma Paterson
in 1874, 'for the protection of [women's] labour and the
Its objectselevation of [women's] social condition.
were to increase pay, reduce working hours, establish a
benefit fund and oppose legislative interference in women's 
employment. In 1875 Paterson attended the Trade Union 
Congress in Glascow as the first woman delegate. However, 
the Trades Union Congress voted overwhelmingly for legis­
lation to restrict the rights of women to choose the hours
they worked and the types of work they performed.16
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Paterson believed that trade unions championed protective
legislation in order to confine women to occupations 
where they could not compete with men for work, 
ever, she also believed that unionisation would pro-
How-
vide the best protection for women from exploitation in
the workplace.
The policy of the Women's Protective and Provident 
League changed in 1886 when Paterson died and Lady Emilia
Lady Dilke used the League to sup­
port the Trades Union Congress in its efforts to limit 
the employment of married women outside the domestic
Dilke became leader.
sphere. Protective legislation was an effective means
of implementing this policy, and the Women's Trade Union
League became increasingly involved in campaigning for
legislation to prevent married women from working long
17hours away from home.
The Englishwoman's Review, firmly committed to an 'equal
rights' feminism, identified the legislative threat to
women's employment in the late 1860s. 
began an overt campaign against restrictive interference 
in the workplace, following an article on the Report of
In 1869 the EWR
the Commission into the Employment of Women and Children
in Agriculture. While stating its support for any move
to ban the employment of children in agriculture, the 
EWR warned against any interference 'with the employment
•I Q
of girls, except such as may also be applied to boys.' 
Legislation restricting the employment of women, on the 
other hand, would be regarded as 'an act of oppression'.
that would increase the number of 'wretched women who
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,19cannot earn a living.
During the 1870s the EWR developed its campaign
against the legislative restriction of women's right to 
control their working lives. The Factory Acts Amendment
Bill(1873), and the Shop Hours Regulation Bill(1873) were
introduced into the House of Commons. The former restric­
ted women, children and young persons, to a fifty-four
hour week, with a maximum working day of nine and a half
hours. The latter limited the working day of shopwomen 
to ten hours. Although these bills were eventually with­
drawn due to 'pressure of [parliamentary] business', they
initiated fierce debate between 'equal rights' feminists
and 'social welfare' feminists. During this debate the
basic arguments against State intervention into women's
working lives were formulated.
The EMR argued that this legislation would be detri­
mental to the employment of women. To subject women
workers to restrictions that applied only to them, limited
their competitiveness in the workplace:
Full grown women..are competent as men to make 
stipulations and contracts to regulate their own 
labour... every additional obstacle that is put 
in the way of the honest labour of women tends to 
increase the number who are making a living that 
is not honest.*0
The MR discriminated between the two bills. The Factory
Act Amendment Bill(1873), aimed at the textile manufactur­
ing industry, would have little impact on the employment 
of women because 'when the profit to the employer on the
labour of each worker he employs does not exceed the
difference between the wages of a man and of a woman, there
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is no possibility of men being substituted for women.'^
The EWR objected to this bill on principle. The Shop 
Hours Regulation Bill{1873), on the other hand, would
have major impact upon the employment of shopwomen.
Many shops, especially in poorer areas, were reliant on
the custom of factory workers and domestic servants who
shopped late in the evening after they had finished work.
An employer who was required to close in order to send
his female staff home at nine o’clock would of course
dismiss his women next week and engage men.'^
A major argument against the introduction of protect­
ive legislation was that it 'confirms the principle that
women are not capable of deciding for themselves how
many hours they will work, and therefore require legal
,23protection. The danger, according to the EMI? , was
that legislative interference with the 'natural' law of
the marketplace would force working women out of occupa­
tions in manufacturing and trade. This would return
women to the days when the only employment available
to them was related to the domestic sphere. It was in
these traditional areas, rather than in the newer occupa­
tions, that women worked excessive hours.
In Parliament, the campaign against the extension
of legislative restrictions on women's work had a vocal
champion in the Member for Brighton, Henry Fawcett. His
wife, Millicent Fawcett, was a leading figure in the
parliamentary campaign for women's suffrage, in which
both Jessie Boucherett and Helen Blackburn participated.
Henry Fawcett argued that the Factory Acts Amendment Bill
66
* founded on a mistaken philanthropy... fand was] awas
mixture emanating..from trades unions who were jealous 
of women's labour.'2^ He claimed that agitation by the
Trade Union Congress was responsible for the attempt to
minimise the number of hours women were permitted to
work.
No doubt these women were better off at home with 
their families? but...there was something worse than 
work, and that was want, 
live if men would not recognise their right to work.25
How were these women to
Promoters of the Bill claimed that the legislation would,
in fact, increase women's employment because it limited
the age at which children were permitted to work. For
'every child taken out of the factory must be re-placed
2 ftby an upward movement of female labour.' ° Women, it was
it was painfulasserted, worked longer hours than men?
to see them in the early morning hurrying to the "leaving
shop" to leave their children, and then hurrying on to 
their work.'27 The Government argument rested upon the
premise that 'women, to a certain extent, were not free 
When young and unmarried they were under theagents.
control of their parents and when married they were under 
the control of their husband.'28 Henry Fawcett's object­
ions, it was alleged, were admirable but misplaced, 
espoused the ideas of 'a very small number of ladies,
He
who were well-meaning, but who had not accurate knowledge
2 Qupon the subject.' He made frequent attempts throughout 
the 1870s to have the House endorse , a motion stating:
That, in the opinion of this House, it is undesirable 
to sanction a measure which would discourage the emp­
loyment of women, by subjecting their labour to a 
new legislative restriction to which it was not prop­
osed to subject the labour of men.30
However, these were always defeated.
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The plan to restrict all women with children to a 
maximum of a half days work, which was proposed as a 
clause to the Factory Acts Amendment Bill (1874) was
also strongly criticised. It would ’lead to much
suffering and some crime', as many working class women,
both married and single, struggled to support both them­
selves and their families. A more equitable proposal
to recognise legally the right of a woman to 
food (and perhaps also to clothing) from her husband.'^
would be
if one person is forced to work forIt was noted that
another who is not obliged to pay her anything in return, 
there is a strong resemblance to slavery in the situation. ,32
Attempts to restrict the employment of married women
outside the domestic sphere incensed 'equal rights' fem-
In 1871 the Vigilance Association for the Def-
^ Two members of
inists.
ence of Personal Rights was established.
its committee had close links to the EWR. Josephine
Butler had known Jessie Boucherett for several years, and
Boucherett had contributed a chapter to Butler's book 
Woman's Work and Woman's Culture, published in 1869.^ Another
member of the committee, Emilie Ashurst Venturi, was the
o c
aunt of Caroline Ashurst Biggs, the editor of the
In 1874 the Vigilance Association attacked the influential 
associate of the EnglisHWoman's Journal and the Society for 
Promoting the Employment of Women, George Hastings, for 
his public support of the proposal to restrict the rights
of married women to paid employment.
Hastings argued that married women's employment needed
to be regulated by Parliament.
.*>«. s.< » —*.V
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It is not our policy to allow large classes of 
married women so to employ themselves in continuous 
work, as to injure the constitution and endanger 
the lives of those to whom they have given birth. ®
He rejected the proposal put forward by 'equal rights' 
feminists that men should be compelled to support their 
families financially, if women's employment was to be 
restricted, and failed to find any justification for 
the employment of married women. 'A MARRIED-woman is
eminently, ESSENTIALLY, and primarily a child-bearing animal' I
Hastings' argument was rejected by the 'equal rights'
feminists who claimed that it reduced women 'to the
level of the cow'.^ Even cows, they noted, were sup­
plied with fodder by their keepers, a courtesy which all
i
women were not accorded1
During the 1880s the conflict over protective legis­
lation focussed upon attempts to abolish the employment
of women at Coal Mines, and in the nail and chain making
industries. Although there is very little information
Jessie Boucherett, Helen Blackburn, andwithin the EWR,
Caroline Ashurst Biggs were part of a wider campaign by 
'equal rights' feminists in defence of women working in 
these industries.^® The Coal Mines Regulation Act(1887)
was strongly supported by trade unions and the 'social 
welfare* feminists who perceived 'degradation and debase­
ment* of women in such industries.
.
The Women's Industrial Defence Committee and the Freedom 
of Labour Defence:
A Select Committee report by the House of Lords on the 
Sweating System in 1890 once more recommended that restric­
tions be placed upon women working within the chain making
>
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trade on the pretext of 'saving* women from over-work. 
Testimony was provided Stating that several women had 
'strained* themselves lifting heavy weights, and it
O Qthe race is deteriorating'Thiswas alleged that
eugenicist argument was refuted by Jessie Boucherett,
who replied that 'no evidence is given to connect this 
opinion with the carrying of heavy weights'. She also 
charged that 'the real object [was that] of preventing 
[women] from competing with men'. Women, she argued.
didnot organise themselves to demand legislation pre­
venting men from entering 'feminine* occupations like 
'hairdressing and silk mercery..[which] are passing
more and more into the hands of men...as indoor and
sedentary employments are injurious to the health of 
men and are likely to cause the race to deteriorate.' 
Boucherett identified the double standard applied to
women's employment. Men entering 'feminine' occupations
did so arguing 'free trade' and 'market forces'. Women
entering male domains were excluded on the grounds of
'competition' and 'taking the bread out of their mouths.' 
Restrictive legislation in relation to women's employment
was 'merely a shifting of the burden of poverty, 
ing male workers at the expense of female workers.
protect-
The equation of the labour of women with that of
children and young persons was constantly challenged by
'For mature women the protection needed is that
* 41
the EUR.
accorded to responsible citizens and not to babies.
As early as 1868 the similarities in the treatment of
women and children by the law had been attacked. Frances
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Power Cobbe argued that in placing women and children
in the same category, society was assigning to women
the role of minors - helpless and in need of protection:
Ought Englishwomen of full age...to be considered as 
having legally attained majority? or ought they 
permanently to be considered, for all civil and pol­
itical purposes, as minors?...there naturally appears 
some incongruity in placing her...in an association 
wherein otherwise she would scarcely be likely to 
find her self.42
The supporters of protective legislation were convinced 
of the inability of women to protect their own interests. 
The Saturday Review was firmly convinced that the labour of
Both, itwomen could be compared to that of children.
at ordinary clerical occupa-argued, *can do quite well 
tions.^ Unable to organise their labour effectively.
they required protection because ’there are always large 
numbers of women who work for less than a living wage.1
Protective legislation was needed to safe-guard those
Their economicwomen who undertook paid employment.
independence is illusory... there seems little likelihood
i 44of their being able to protect themselves.
Attempts by Parliament to legislate following the
recommendations of the Select Committee of the House of
Lords into the Sweated Industries(1890), and the opposi­
tion of the EWR, led Boucherett and Blackburn into con­
flict with the Women's Trade Union League. The avowed
aim of the League was to force home work into the 
factories in order to facilitate the organisation of 
women's labour. The Women's Trade Union League was also 
opposed to married women working outside the domestic 
sphere. Together these beliefs constituted a real threat
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to the employment of working class women. The EMR,
aware that many working class women supported their
families on their earnings, opposed the Women's Trade
Union League at every opportunity. The Review argued
i women need protection by strengthening theirthat
standpoint, by increasing their self-respect - not by
,45subjecting them to this domestic coercion.
In 1892 it formed the Women's Industrial Defence
Committee, originally as a sub-committee of the Society
for Promoting the Employment of Women, whose brief was
one of 'watching and trying to avert measures likely to 
interfere with women's work.'^ The Committee argued
ithat if restrictive legislation was to be enforced, it
should be applied to both men and women, 
applied solely to women it had the effect of 'guarding 




,47 Women were almost
defenceless against attempts to legislate on their live­
lihoods because 'they have neither the power of directly p
influencing legislators by their votes, nor any strong
,48trade organisations. 
established to provide women workers with the opportunity 
to express their views and protest state interference in





iIn 1893 the Women's Industrial Defencetheir lives.
Committee 'affiliated to itself a working women's society
49 There is nowhich has similar objects to its own.
mention of its activities after this. Its importance
lies in its formation, for the first time thes6 :'equal rights'
feminists had responded to the threat of state interven-
t
tion in women's employment by forming a group designed 
to arouse public opposition to protective legislation.
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The EUR was particularly concerned with the tactics 
employed in the unionisation of women. They argued 
against a belief that 'all women who wished to work 
must belong to unions...must be coerced by force and
boycotting.* The Review warned that the encouragement
and support of unions in this goal should be treated 
with caution, as for many men, women workers were 'the
most dangerous "blacklegs" going. Improved wages and
conditions were desirable for women, but not if they
were achieved at the cost of their livelihoods. Male
workers, in general, would fight to protect their own 
employment, and 'even now, there are various instances 
of men's unions forbidding the employment of women at 
work fairly paid and perfectly suitable.^®
According to the EUR, the opponents of the extension
of employment opportunities for women used two arguments; 
on the one hand they claimed that 'educated* women should
remain within the 'domestic* sphere, and on the other
that women in industrial employment should be forced to
work outside the home in factories. Social welfare*
feminists who supported protective legislation were opposed
to the waged employment of married women:
it has a tendency to pull down either the husband's 
industry or his wages, and it was her work to raise 
the standard of comfort and of intelligent interests 
in the home. 1
i
The EWR argued that under the existing practice the exclu­
sion of married women from waged employment would merely
lower the status of women, and 'reduce them to a level
with children.' Another argument put forward by the
•social welfare* feminists was that the removal of women
73
y
from waged employment would reduce unemployment: The
best way to provide work for the workless was to reduce
52the hours of women and girls, who ought to be at home.
The replied that independence raised the self-esteem
of women, and increased their self-respect, enhancing
The 'British Work-their value in the eyes of others.
woman* was under attack in all areas of employment,
warned the EUR:
[she] has reason toindustrial or professional 
watch with serious alarm the plans of her would be 
protectors, lest they seek to remedy the ills of 
unequal wages and unequal training by making her 
...more..unequal before the law than she is already. 3
• • •
The Factory and Workshops Bill, introduced by Herbert 
Henry Asquith in 1894, was another source of major con­
cern to the £UR. 'It aimed to extend the regulation of 
women's employment to home industries, limiting hours 
and conditions of work. The EUR was exasperated by the
persistence of legislators and 'social welfare* feminists
in regarding women as incapable of managing their own
employment situations, by treating the symptoms and not
the causes of poor working conditions. A deputation to
the Home Secretary, Asquith, in June 1894, was dismayed
and angered by his attitude. ‘Had Mr. Asquith cross-
questioned the women less and listened to their causes
of apprehension more, he would have found that they did
.54not misunderstand the nature of his Bill. The EWR
recognised that the question of legislative restrictions 
on women's employment was not solely related to their 
working conditions. The 'struggle* was between the female 
desire to obtain some control over their lives, and the
male reluctance to relinquish their authority. Men enjoyed
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the power which sprang from financial independence and 
the right to work in occupations suited to their individ­
ual abilities. The refusal of these privileges meant
women were effectively denied their 'natural' rights as
adult citizens:
Women must have some command of money in order to 
secure their own dignity and self-respect. Rich 
men know this, and insist on marriage settlements 
for their daughters. Poor women know this, and 
seek to earn some addition to the family income 
which may be within their own control... Respect is 
the only true protection for any human being.55
The impact of protective legislation on women emp­
loyed within the 'home' industries was of particular 
concern to the 0®. While recognising that some home
workers within these 'sweated' trades resided and worked
under 1wretched* conditions, the Review argued that these
represented a minority of workers. The 1899 Bill for
the Regulation Of Home Work threatened all women who
worked from home. It limited the hours women could
work, regulated sanitary conditions within the workplace.
and proposed to introduce inspections to ensure adherence
The EWR alleged the Bill would do little forto the law.
the working conditions of those employed by unscrupulous
employers, and would merely penalise the rest of the
It was argued 'that a move was beingindustry's workers, 
made to discourage women from doing work at home...[as well 
as] prevent[ing] their working in factories. ,56 The Review
claimed that certain sections of the community, would have
liked to restrict women from any waged employment.
In 1899 Jessie Boucherett and Helen Blackburn founded
the Freedom of Labour Defence, which fought in defence of
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the 'home* industries. The League sought to distinguish
between the ‘sweated’ industries where employees worked
long hours in wretched conditions, and the 'home* indus­
tries which 'were not necessarily sweated, 
of Labour Defence argued that the legislative elimination
^The Freedom
of these industries because they were badly paid would
c ointo the workhouse or starvation.130 Aforce workers
better solution would be to improve conditions gradually.
The EMR and the Freedom of Labour Defence stressed the
advantages for women of working from home rather than 
a factory environment, and surveyed women 'home* workers 
for their views.59
The fhglisWVoman's Review initially aimed to continue the 
editorial policy of the Englishwoman's Journal, expressing 
the importance of widening the employment options of 
single middle class women. However, the campaign by 
'social welfare* feminists, and trade unions to regulate 
women’s waged employment forced the EnglisWoman's Review
to broaden its focus to include working class women in
a campaign to oppose restrictive legislation. The
Review established two organisations, the Women's Indust­
rial Defence Committee(1892), and the Freedom of Labour
Defence(1899), to arouse public opposition to legislative
interference in women's employment. There is very little
information on these, but they do not appear to have had
great impact on the outcome of the campaign. Ultimately
the Englishwoman's Review recognised that ’improving the
conditions of labour may do something, but the real work
i 60is done when the labourer is improved. The emphasis
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of the Society for Promoting the Employment of Women





THE SOCIETY FOR PROMOTING THE EMPLOYMENT OF WOMEN
1859 - 1910
The theoretical discussion of the need to develop
increased employment options for single middle class 
women led to the formation of the Society for Promoting
the Employment of Women. Closely associated with the
Englishwoman's Journal, and later the Englishwoman's Review, 
the Society initiated experiments in different occupa­
tions, testing their suitability as possible employment
Active until 1910, the Society for Promotingfor women.
the Employment of Women provides an account of the prac­
tical response of middle class feminists to the need for 
increased employment opportunities for single middle
class women.
Established by Jessie Boucherett in September 1859,
the Society for Promoting the Employment of Women was a 
response to Harriet Martineau*s article 'Female Industry'.
This described the relative position of women in the econ­
omy before and after the industrial revolution of the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 
highlighted the large number of single women who were 
forced by circumstances beyond their control to support 
She argued that their number was increasing 
and called for an extension of the employment options
Martineau
themselves.
available to middle class women.
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Mentoership and Structure:
The Society for Promoting the Employment of Women
set out to create employment opportunities in areas
deemed suitable for women. Occupation requiring 'neither
physical nor mental qualifications which they did not, in 
an eminent degree, possess, were embraced by the SPEW as 
ideally suited to their capabilities. The Society treat­
ed their self-appointed task seriously. 'While truly 
anxious to secure new openings for female industry, they 
felt that a great responsibility rested upon them in the 
choice of occupations.1^ The SPEW stressed that its 
function was 'prevention not cure'; it did not actively
relieve distress amongst unemployed women, but helped 
them find a position from which they would be able to 
help themselves.4 
within the SPEW's philosophy was common to many phlian-
The self-help ideology incorporated
thropic organisations during the nineteenth century.
Both evangelical Christianity and the Enlightenment
emphasis on equal rights stressed the role of the individ­
ual in determining his or her place in society. Work,
*5thrift, respectability and above all self-help were
characteristics of a philosophy which permeated all
levels of Victorian society. The SPEW reflected these
ideals and used them to determine the suitability of both
applicants for employment, and the employment itself.
Women were regarded by the SPEW as being more honest, 
reliable, and conscientious than men,** and each of those 
helped by the Society became 'in her turn a centre for 
good?..[and] should be regarded as [a missionary] sent 
out to convince the world that women can work steadily and
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8 The SPEW did not encourage married women towell.
seek employment. However, it recognised, on the one 
hand, that 'many unhappy marriages were formed because
Qno other career was open to women.'7 Conversely, it also
accepted that:
The care of a house was sufficient occupation for 
any woman who had a home, but as (there was so large 
a proportion of women who had no homes, [sic] it was 
idle to talk of it as the only suitable employment 
for them.10
This contradiction in attitudes indicates the influence
of the separate spheres ideology on the wide range of
members attracted to, and valued by, the SPEW over its
fifty-one year history. The division of 'public' and
'domestic* spheres was to strongly influence the way in 
which the SPEW set up and evaluated its practical experi­
ments with new employment avenues for women.
At the first meeting of the SPEW in September 1859
a committee of men and women was elected, comprising a
treasurer, two secretaries, and an assistant secretary.
From this general committee a managing committee of six
was established to oversee the day-to-day management of
the Society. A short time later Lord Ashley (later the
Earl of Shaftesbury) accepted the position of President.
A conservative evangelical reformer. Lord Ashley was an
influential philanthropist, particularly active on behalf
of women and children. Four male Vice-Presidents were
also appointed to the SPEW. In December 1859 the Society }
i
1
'was absorbed into [a similar, society] created by and dep­
endent on..[the National Association for the Promotion of 1
the Social Sciences] with a committee of twelve ladies
{and twelve gentlemen.'11 The Office of the SPEW was estab-
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lished at Langham Place, where the Englishwoman's Journal
was housed, and later moved to Berners Street with the
Englishwoman's Review. These close links between the SPEW
and the Englishwoman's Journal, and later the Englishwoman's 
Review, reflect their shared origins and membership.
Membership involved a donation of £5, or an annual 
subscription of ten shillings, and does not appear to 
have increased throughout the fifty-one year history of 
the Society. Membership numbers are almost impossible
to assess as the Englishwoman's Journal and Englishwoman's Review 
rarely published membership or even committee lists, 
ever, in 1867 the SPEW had a total of 178 subscribers, 
eighty per cent of whom were women.^ 
appear to have been life members, with regular speakers 
often being described as *a Subscriber from the early days
How-
Many of these
of the Society',14 and 'a staunch friend of the Society
* 15 By 1910 the SPEW was declaring: 'Oldfor many years.
Every year there is some loss'.friends, alasi pass away.
and was appealing for new subscribers to help continue the 
'work of helping those who are so anxiously desirous of 
helping themselves.'
ectability of the SPEW came in April 1869 when it was
Recognition of the inherent resp-
announced that 'the Queen, H.R.H. The Crown Princess of
Prussia, and H.R.H. Princess Louise have become Patronesses
of the London Society for Promoting the Employment of Women
.17and have contributed towards its funds. In later years
it was acknowledged that any Society 'fostered by the
sympathy and aid of the Queen herself, could no longer be
1 Rignored or sneered at.,J-°
' *.? .
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The SPEW issued an annual report which was usually
read at the annual meeting and recorded in the June or 
July issue of the Englishwoman's Journal or Englishwoman's 
Review, occasionally also issuing monthly updates. From 
1864 the Secretary Gertrude King, and the assistant Sec­
retary, Sarah Lewin, bore chief responsibility for the 
preparation of the annual report. Upon her resignation 
from the post in 1890 Sarah Lewin was nominated to the
committee, 'a position for which her great zeal and long 
experience rendered her peculiarly suitable.'■L7 Gertrude 
King, on the other hand, remained as Secretary until 1910,
and it was claimed that. *her quiet and steady work...runs
.20through all its proceedings. It is difficult to estab­
lish the contents or value of these annual reports as the 
Englishwoman's Journal and Englishwoman's Review usually published 
only extracts. Towards the turn of the century reports on
the activities of the SPEW are infrequent and of limited
value.
Prior to 1879 the annual income of the SPEW averaged
319 7s. 3d.21 In order to be eligible for more funding
the SPEW announced 'its incorporation into a Company,
under the 23rd Section of the Companies Act of 1867...
.22[this] enabled it to purchase land and receive bequests.
This boosted its finances considereably, making the Society 
eligible for a number of legacies from members, including 
2000 from its founder, Jessie Boucherett. J Byone of
1905 the SPEW was also administering four loan funds, the 
Pfeiffer Bequest fund, the Caroline Ashurst Biggs Memorial 
fund, the Mrs. Haweis Memorial fund, and the Helen Blackburn
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Memorial fund. These funds were used to grant interest 
free loans to suitable applicants for occupational train­
ing. Loans of up to £30 were 'given for training only not 
for maintainance...repayments are made by instalments of 
15 per cent on the salary earned.'Almost half of the 
total number of successful applicants undertook teacher
i
training, and in the twelve years to 1910 only three women 
failed to repay their loans.25
Initially the SPEW intended to emphasise three areas
important to women seeking employment, 
to be the creation of a central register at its office in
On function was
Langham Place. This was to combine the function of an
employment bureaux with those of a 'centre for inquiry 
and information.'25 This area was not to be of primary
E
concern because 'the Society had been formed, not to find
occupation for all indigent women, but to promote the
2 7employment of women.'
The second function was to encourage the improvement
of the general standard of female education, 
discovered that many of their applicants 'belong to a 
class decidedly above the laboring poor...[and] no little
The SPEW
r
time and a certain amount of money have probably been
7 8spent on their education.'^0 However, when these women
needed employment it was found that they 'can read, write
and sew* but do little else. In order to remedy this
situation the SPEW established a school, under the super­
vision of Jessie Boucherett, 'where the young girls will 
receive a solid English education, and the elder ones




A third function outlined by the SPEW was the estab­
lishment of various experimental ventures designed to 
test the feasibility of encouraging women to train for
employment in specific occupations. By 1861 there were
a number of branch societies who looked toward the London
SPEW for leadership, particularly in the opening up of
*The use of the Londonnew employment areas for women.
Society is to make experiments in order to ascertain
practically what employments are suitable for women and
,30what are not. This enabled smaller local societies to
ridentify which occupations were more likely to be success­
ful at a local level without costly experimentation.
The employment register for women had initially been
established to note 'applicants for the more intellectual
31 The
l
and responsible departments of female labor.' 
register was intended for use by subscribers to the 
Englishwoman's Journal, at the time numbering a few hundred. 
However, interest in the new Society, and in the English­
woman's Journal, created 'wide publicity' and 'the Register 
was literally deluged with applicants...[having] aroused 
the attention of women in all parts of the country.





in need of employment thanclaim to the title of lady
the SPEW had estimated. The women who presented themselves
at the office in Langham Place were a diverse group ranging 
from single girls, unmarried older women and widows, to 
women 'whose husbands were invalided or not forthcoming. ,34
All had some education, but few knew what kind of work
they suited. The one common denominator was that they 
•did not want to be governesses, they wanted to do some­
thing else, and we were to advise them. ,35 i
!
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It became apparent that the number of women
requiring employment was far greater than the demand. 
The SPEW, therfore, initially looked for occupations
capable of supplying positions for women on a large
Two areas fitted that fitted this descriptionscale.
were:
Istly, the semi-mechanical occupations to which 
women have acquired or might acquire, a title? and, 
2ndly, the benevolent institutions of the country? 
so as to supply workers to the one, and matrons and 
female officials to the other.
It also sought to distinguish between girls living at 
home, or 'single women not possessing a high stamp of 
37, and 'educated' older middle class ladieseducation
who needed well-paid employment in order to maintain their
The former were best suited to semi-mechanicalstatus.
occupations like 'working the telegraph, printing, law-
•j pcopying, [and] managing sewing machines'which paid a 
salary in the region of £50 to £75 per annum, 
the other hand, whose education was usually limited to a
Ladies, on
smattering of accomplishments, were suited to 'work invol-
39, and charitable iving moral superintendance over women
were being encouraged to experiment by employing such 
women as officials. A major drawback with this plan was
that these 'educated* women had little formal structured
The SPEW did not haveeducation or practical experience.
the resources to undertake this type of training, so it
confined its role initially to encouraging the employment 
of women in the semi-mechanical occupations, while keeping
•a limited register for really competent matrons, clerks,
.40and secretaries.
^ .'*A kt.. ,
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By 1864 the SPEW was encouraging well-educated women
as nurses in hospitals* for which *only superior 
women..are fitted.* ^
to train
The Alexandra Magazine also carried
advertisements for the Register listing the applicants
under four headings: ‘Matron, Industrial Schoolmistress*,
'Sick Nurses, General Assistants*, 
ified Book-keepers1, and 'Artistic Workers'.
Secretaries, and Cert-
Near ly
forty per cent of the women on the register were identified 
by initials only [Miss. S.? Mrs. H.]. A major problem
for the SPEW was the reluctance of many women to be iden­
tified as seekers of paid employment.
The shrinking timidity which makes women ashamed to 
be known to work, is most difficult to deal with: 
it is not at all an uncommon thing for a lady to 
apply to the Society for work, but to refuse to give 
her name;
and respectability, strikes her with dismay, 
are ladies who are so afraid of being known to do 
anything towards their own maintainance that they 
beg to be allowed to work under an assumed name? 
these poor ladies will submit to any privation, and 
undergo any hardship to keep up appearances, and it 
is impossible for any one who is not intimately 
acquainted with the working of the Society to esti­
mate how difficult it is to help them.43
the mention of references for character
There
That this attitude existed well into the 1870s, almost
twenty years after the establishment of the SPEW, reflects
the extent of the belief amongst the middle classes that a
woman's place lay in the domestic sphere.
During the 1890s an increase in the number of employ­
ment bureaux resulted in a decline in the number of appli­
cants to the register, and the focus of the SPEW changed. 
Although it continued to operate the register until 1910, 
activity centred upon providing loan funds for individuals 
intent upon bettering their employment opportunities through 
occupational training.
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Improved education for girls and the introduction
of occupational training for women were recognised by
the SPEW as fundamental to the extension of employment
opportunities. In July 1860 Jessie Boucherett opened a
school to provide adult classes in writing, arithmetic 
and book-keeping.^^
week was charged initially, but when only seven women
A tuition fee of one shilling per
enrolled in the first term the charge was lowered to 
4s 6d. for a fourteen to fifteen week term.^ Enrolments
subsequently increased, with twenty three students 
attending the afternoon and evening classes during 1861. 
The morning classes were reserved for younger girls.
with an emphasis on a practical education to equip them
The SPEW contributed £40 per annumfor the workplace.
towards the total running costs, which were estimated 
at £130 per annum.^ 
tuition [fl Is. per term] were used to defray the expenses
However the charges for the girls
of the adult classes.
i
The school was described by its founder as 
class*,^ but its pupils were mainly *the daughters of 
tradesman',48 who belonged to the lower middle class.
middle
By 1862 nine students had obtained 'certificates of
A Qcompetency in arithmetic and book-keeping1, 5 and five 
had found employment. Two years later the occupations 
and wages of women with whom the SPEW had maintained
contact were described:
Miss C.- Book-keeper in an hotel, 
board and lodgings.
Miss C.- Clerk in a Photographer's shop.
Miss H.-
Miss S.- Book-keeper in a shop, 12s. a week and 
her meals.
25 a year, with
1 Is. a week.
Ditto ditto.
Miss S.- Book-keeper in a school, 
board and lodging.
Miss F.- Post-office Clerk,
16 a year, with
15 a year, with board
VMI—tfr i_m _' j D__r -1 I |«W ft t.» li»i> ^ T -1_r- _*n* ^ ■»-■—-.j-i.a . .
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and lodging.
Set up for herself in business, with her 
sister a year or two ago, and is doing well.50
Miss U.-
From this it appears that employment opportunities for 
women, even with training, were still diverse in 
description and salary. The school continued to operate 
successfully until 1875 *when [with] good middle class
and Board Schools having been established, private effort
and the school was closed.was no longer needed,
Classes continued to be held at the office in Berners
Street, as the demand for book-keepers and clerks steadily
increased. After this the SPEW focussed upon the
'mechanical arts which demand perception and skill rather
than strength, [and which] are intrinsically suited to
the capacities of average women of the middle and lower 
.52classes.
* Experimental Ventures':
Three phases emerge in examining the types of
occupations recommended for women by the SPEW over the
period 1859-1910. In the early period between 1859 to
1879 the Society concentrated on expanding opportunities
within the clerical and mechanical occupations. Skills
such a book-keeping and arithmetic, and trades like hair­
dressing and photography were encouraged, 
to the mid 1880s the School of Wood Engraving was the
Between 1879
focus of the Society's efforts.
SPEW emphasised the importance of clerical skills like 
typewriting and shorthand at the expense of mechanical
The most successful .ventures the SPEW supported 
were two of its initial experiments.




office and Victoria Press, which were established
during the first years of the Societys existence, were 
regarded as 'showpieces1 - proof that women could, given 
the correct training, operate successful business ventures
over a period of time. The law-engrossing office was 
opened in early 1860 and it flourished despite some 
'apprehended opposition1.^ The Law Office was conducted 
by Maria Susan Rye, who had been invited to join the SPEW 
after submitting an article on emigration to the 
Englishwoman's Journal. Having established the venture, the 
SPEW committee 1 formed a special fund to aid educated
The Middle Class Emigration Society 
was formed in 1861 with Rye as manager, 
was judged expedient to keep that work separate', and 
the Middle Class Emigration Society was established by 
Rye as a private enterprise.^ 
employed eight women copyists. 
difficulties of learning correctly to interpret solicitors'
women to emigrate.
In 1863 'it
The Law Office initially
Despite the early
handwriting, and overcoming 'the usual feminine spider-
,56 the office quickly gainedlegged fashion of writing 
regular work from five legal firms. In one particular
week in 1860 the women were employed 'from ten in the
morning till seven, and, on two occasions, till nine 
o'clock at night.' During this week they completed:
besides two very long manuscripts, and forty circular 
letters,
3 Drafts of Leases,
1 Draft Surrender of Lease,
4 Briefs,
1 Bill of Costs,
2 Copies of Statement,
5 Accounts of Personal Estates,
4 Copies of Affidavits,
6 Notices to a Banking Company.
and, the, to us, complicated matter of turning three 
Affidavits into a 'Brief for further Directions'.58
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Opponents of the employment of women voiced many
objections to this experiment. According to Rye, there
were 'fears about our correctness? suggestions that we
[and] more thanshall send in the work behind time;
hints about the impossibility of our undertaking night- 
work. '59 In fact, in 1860, so much work was undertaken
that the Office needed to employ two more women as 
trainees. Wages were poor, initially being paid by the
piece, and ranged from 5s. to 16s. a week. Male law
copyists appear to have received higher wages than their 
female counterparts. The degree of difficulty in the 
work influenced the rate of pay and Jessie Boucherett
claimed that in some offices 'men are employed in one
room in doing the difficult work and women are employed
60 By 1864 thein another room in doing the easy work.
Law Engrossing Office was regularly employing six female
copyists and occasionally required casual workers.
Several former employees had also been employed by *a
In addition toregular law stationer at good wages.
a young person has also set up for herself',^*this
earning sufficient to support herself and employ several
The average wage of female copyists at 
a week.
casual workers.
The final mention of thethis time was 15s.
Law Office in the EnglisWoman's Review in the mid-1870s saw
it firmly established as a small but prosperous concern
employing nine fulltime and five occasional copyists. A 
reflection of the amount of work completed by the women is
i 63one of the former earned more than £90 in the year.that
Established as a private enterprise by individual 
members of the Managing Committee in 1860, the Victoria
. • o**
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Press received limited financial support from the SPEW.
Nevertheless the Society claimed 'The Committee would
acknowledge the great assistance rendered...on behalf of
the Victoria Press, whose success is mainly due to the
.64influence of the Society. Impetus for the Press
came initially from Bessie Rayner Parkes, who purchased
65'a small press, and type sufficient for an experiment.
Parkes, together with Emily Faithfull, another member of
the Committee, hired a printer to train them to use the
Emily Faithfull became convinced that compositingpress.
was a suitable trade for properly trained women. 
Victoria Press was launched from 'a quiet respectable 
neighbourhood'66 in March 1860 with the help of G.W,
The
Hastings, a Committee member who provided finance for the
The SPEW 'apprenticed five girls..atpurchase of equipment.
premiums of 10 each? others were apprenticed by relatives 
.67 Six months later the Victoria Pressand friends.
employed sixteen female compositors, including four 
partially trained girls, eleven apprentices and one
skilled Irish woman who 'presented herself at the manager's
office, ragged and unwashed, with no clothes to her back 
save those she stood in'.66 Four of these apprentices 
were young girls 'under fifteen years', and one was deaf 
and dumb.6^
The Victoria Press employed workmen for all the
heavy manual labour, though the separate workrooms
resulted in very little contact between the sexes. Work­
ing conditions appear to have been excellent, with the 
provision of a large, airy room and stools enabling the
women to sit while working. Working hours were 'from
70 Meals could benine till one and from two till six.
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taken at home or prepared at the house. When the amount
of work necessitated overtime, a tea break was provided 
at half past five, after which the women received * extra 
pay per hour.1 Piece rates were paid to apprentices 
after a training period of six months at 'two thirds of 
their earnings...which is indeed higher payment than that 
of boy apprentices, as they seldom receive two^thirds
By 1869 'twelve.71until the sixth or seventh year.
compositors, with experience varying between eighteen
months and nine years...[earned between] six and..twenty
72 Faithfullshillings as their average weekly wage, 
recognised that a long period of time was needed for a 
girl to become skilled enough to be able to earn enough
to live on and seldom apprenticed girls over the age of
eighteen.
The Press undertook the printing of the Englishwoman's
Journal (1860-1863) , the Transactions of the National
Association for the Promotion of the Social Sciences 
(1860-1862) ,7^ 'a weekly newspaper the Friend of the People, 
and a quarterly, the Law Magaz ine', 7^ as well as pamphlets,
t
sermons and 'a considerable amount of Chancery printing. 
Eighteen months after its inauguration in 1860, Emily
Faithfull declared the Victoria Press successful and
'self-supporting', a claim supported by her appointment 
by Royal Warrant as 'Printer and Publisher in Ordinary to 
Her Majesty',7^ in June 1862. Little is known of Emily
Faithfull's life prior to her involvement with the SPEW
and the Victoria Press. Born in 1835 at Headley, her
father was the Rector of the Parish. She was educated
at a school in Kensington, and in 1856 she was presented
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at Court. Between October 1856 and early 1857 she stayed
with her close friend Helen Jane Codrington. This led,
in 1864, to 'an unsought notoriety when she was named
in support of Helen Codrington's counter-petition against
.76 and Emily fled theher husband's suit for divorce,
country to avoid being forced to appear in court, 
scandal appears to have had little impact on Emily
The
Faithfull's activities. In 1863 she established two
periodicals, the Victoria Magazine and Work and Women. In
1864 the Victoria Press 'was evaluated by the trade
appraiser, Lewis, at £3,040, which represented about half
.77 Faithfull permitted Williamthe original investment.
Wilfred Head to purchase a partnership in the press for
£1000. In 1867 Head claimed 'the business is enough for
one but not for two, and Emily withdrew...for the nominal
.78sum of £1,500. However she retained the Royal imprint,
In 1874, Faithfullas it was awarded to her personally.
founded the Women's Printing Society with Emma Paterson.
The Victoria Press continued to publish until the 1880s.
The SPEW was, by this time, patronising the Messrs Bale
and Sons' printing works, the employers of female
compositors.
In 1879 a school of Wood Engraving for women was
established, with support provided by the Council of the
City and Guilds of London. The Councils of the City 
and Guilds of London Institute were in the process of 
initiating 'a scheme for Technical Instruction',7^ which 
following incorporation provided: >
£300 annually for the training of women, establishing 
there-with a school of wood-engraving, under a
r
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highly-skilled engraver, at a cost of about 
a year, and spending the remainder in premiums 
or training for young women.
Between three and four years training was required in 
order to become competent enough to earn a living by 
wood-engraving, and the SPEW rented
years in connection with Mr Roberts office...in order
that the students...might obtain employment.
thirteen students were receiving tuition at the school,
8 "3paying £3 per annum, 
these were sufficiently skilled to attempt work provided 
by Mr Roberts, a Master at the school, with some receiving
A progress report in 1884 on the 
success of the School of Wood-Engraving recommended that
200
80
a room for two
t 82 By 1881
At the beginning of 1882 four of
.84'very fair wages.
students develop their drawing and design skills prior 
to training, as 'students have always acquired skill in 
engraving with a rapidity in proportion to their knowledge
It also suggested that only students who.85of drawing.
could afford not to work for three to four years should
enter the school, as lack of simple work 'renders it
86impossible for the younger students to earn much regularly.* 
Although the school continued to train female students 
as wood-engravers, the SPEW searched for occupations that 
would provide women with a more immediate source of
income.
The development of the typewriter in the mid-1870s, 
provided the most significant new field of employment for 
women. In 1884 the SPEW began to recognise that typewriting 
had the potential to provide large numbers of educated
Women with employment. It therefore established an
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office to be managed by Mrs. Marshall, 'an experienced
superintendent...who has a large connection among
ft 7lawyers, publishers,&c.1°' 
needed to make the office viable,--.and the SPEW preferred 
them to buy their own machines at a cost of £21 each, 
also appealed for donations in order to provide another
At least four women were
It
three machines at the office. A report on the success
of the office a year later was positive, but it stressed
that women should not expect to earn a decent wage until
88after they had become competent typists, 
later the SPEW reported the success of two offices, the
Three years
original and another established by Mrs. Marshall in 
1886 in Liverpool. Payment for both offices was at 
piece-rates with wages ranging from '£1 to -Cl 5s. a week
ftQall the year round. A few * really good shorthand
writers and typists who have a knowledge of one or more
Q Alanguages in addition to English'obtained permanent 
fixed wage positions at between 30s. and £2 per week.
By the early 1890s, educated skilled type-writers were
in demand, although 'the lower branches of .the profession
.91 This overcrowding was a resultare already overcrowded.
of women from the lower middle classes flooding into the
profession. There were many courses available for these 
women that claimed to teach type-writing skills within
the space of a few weeks, 
to fill these vacancies women needed at least 'a years 
training...in both [typewriting and shorthand]» and a
QOknowledge of languages...
However, the SPEW warned that
The highly technical 
character of much of the work which comes to a typist 
office[sic], and the difficult MSS to be deciphered, 
renders this an occupation unsuited to uneducated
95
9 3 Once more the SPEW emphasised that without 
a good basic education and sound occupational training 
women had little chance of finding employment.
persons...'
The campaign for increased employment opportunities 
for middle class women was a major source of concern to 
the feminists grouped around the Englishwoman’s Journal and
Englishwoman’s Review . Established with the intention of
providing a forum for feminist discussion, the English­
woman's Journal was beseiged by middle class women who
required employment. Its response was to attempt to
broaden the definition of women's work to include waged
employment outside the domestic sphere. The Englishwoman's
Journal sought to define as feminine certain sedentary
occupations, like clerical and sales work, in order to
It recognised that new employmentsecure them for women.
areas capable of absorbing relatively large numbers of
destitute middle class women were required.
>
The attempts to regulate the employment of women
through State intervention was strongly opposed by the
Reflecting the 'equal rights' philo-EnglishWoman's Revieu*. 
sophy of the Enlightenment, it argued that each adult, 
regard-less—of—sex-,- should-have the ' natural1 right- -to-
This led them into conflict withcontrol their labour.
the 'social welfare' feminists and trade unions who were
supporting the extension of protective legislation. The
Englishwoman’s Review believed that the helpleness of women
in opposing protective legislation reflected their lack
of political power, and strongly supported the constitu­
tional campaign for women's suffrage.
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The Society for Promoting the Employment of Women 
was established as the 'practical' arm of the English­
woman's Journal, and later the Englishwoman's Review. It
one of the main agents in bring-
,94
claimed to have been
ing about...new fields of occupation for women.
The lack of published figures on the number of women
helped by the Society over the entire period prevents 
any quantitative analysis of this claim, 
evidence suggests that its achievements lie not in the
However,
help it provided to individual women, but rather in the 
consistent long-term application of pressure for wider
employment opportunities for women. Supported by the 
Englishwoman's Journal and Englishwoman’s Review, it succeeded
s
in defining as feminine occupations within the service
industries that had the potential to provide large
This success hadnumbers of women with employment.
major implications for both the employment of women, and 
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